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CLAIMED BY THE POSSESSIVE FIREM AN 


The intense, handsome six foot seven fireman saves me 
from the burning theater where I’m rehearsing for an 
amateur production. He strides into my life and throws me 
over his shoulder, but little do I guess that the heat is just 
about to begin. 


This older possessive silver fox has no problem claiming 
what’s his. He knows what he wants and how to take it. 
And, more and more, I’m starting to wonder if he wants to 
take me. 


But this masculine millionaire fireman has been best friends 
with my dad since they were kids. Even though I’m 
eighteen, my family still treats me like a freaking baby. I just 
know Dad will freak if he discovers the truth. 


But I can’t stop dreaming about how primal and savage this 
ripped fireman is, remembering how he carried me out of 
that blaze and right into the fire of our risky romance. 


I have dreams of progressing my acting career, but that 
doesn’t mean I want my life coated in drama and pain. But I 
can’t keep away, not from this dominating fiery alpha who 
knows how to leave me breathless and gasping for more. 


But, even if Dad approved, I’m a virgin and nowhere near 
as experienced as the women this dreamy savage must be 
used to. How the heck is that supposed so work? 


As if things weren’t complicated enough, somebody’s 
following me, and I think I know who. I thought my stalker 
had finally called it quits. But apparently not. 


With about a million reasons why this can’t work, will I ever 
get to be claimed by the possessive fireman? 


*Claimed by the Possessive Fireman is an insta-everything 
standalone instalove romance with a HEA, no cheating, and 
no cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


D ominic 


I lie down on the bench and reach up for the bar, the metal 
creaking under the strain of the weights secured onto the 
ends. My body is coated in a cool layer of sweat as my 
brothers workout or play cards or watch the game in 
different areas of the room, but nothing exists for me 
except for the bar, the strain of my body. 


I grab it and slowly lower it down to my chest, gritting my 
teeth as I feel all the muscles inside of me twitching and 
priming, and then I hold it close, breathing slowly. I don’t let 
it touch my chest, because that’d be cheating. 


I just hold it there. 
And keep holding it. 


Finally, after thirty seconds, I push it in a controlled motion 
back to the brackets and then continue with my sets, 
pumping it faster now, feeling everything in me go taut and 
powerful and ready to do serious work. 


“Hey, Dom,” Max calls over, his Boston-Irish voice out of 
place in the sweltering confines of this Miami station. 
“What’d you prefer, redheads or blondes?” 


“You'll never get that out of him,” Sonny says, his voice a 
deep guttural grumble from where he sustained some 
smoke damage a few years ago. “He’s real secretive when it 
comes to his business with the ladies.” 


I sit up and smirk good-naturedly at the two men, sitting 
around a small table playing cards. Sonny is tall and dark 
skinned with brown eyes and a cheeky, almost boyish smile. 
Max is tall as well, but as thin as a beanpole and with a 
shock of red hair contrasting sharply with his snow-pale 
skin. But his thinness is a lie, because he’s got a wiry 
strength to him. 


“What’re you playing?” I ask. 


“See,” Sonny grins. “Always changing the subject. I bet you 
got enough down under to last a lifetime, eh? See, Max, 
that’s what happens when you take off to Australia for three 
years.” 


I chuckle deeply and wander over to the table, feigning like 
I’m about to smack Sonny across the jaw. He lifts his hands 
in mock horror and everybody laughs, and then I drop into 
the seat and play cards with them, but my mind drifts to 
what they said, about women. 


I could tell them the truth, could let that unusual fire spew 
like a geyser from my mouth, that I’ve been waiting all my 
life for the woman I’m going to claim when she enters my 
life. 


I’ll know her when I see her, I could tell them, but until 
then, I don’t see the point in just moving from woman to 
woman. 


I’m sure they’d laugh and shake their heads like I was 
joking if I told them that, because we’ve been out to bars 
and clubs together - retirements and birthdays and things 
like that - and they’ve seen the women that throw 
themselves at me. 


I feel a note of distaste rise in the back of my throat when 
the memories carve into my mind. 


The way they prostrated themselves, leaning forward, 
battering their eyes lashes, telling me in all but words - and 
sometimes in plain words - that if I wanted I could whisk 
them home and do whatever I wanted to their bodies, it 
doesn’t excite me. 


I want a woman who’s mine, just mine, all mine. 


I want a woman who I can shoot my hot seed into, watching 
as it sprouts into a child in her belly, a woman I can support 
and be with forever. 


But that has never happened to me and, at forty-two years 
old, the idea that it might never happen has settled like an 
uncomfortable truth over the surface of my life. 


I’m jolted from my thoughts when the alarm blares through 
the station, immediately leaping to my feet and letting the 
cards drop on the table. We move in the well-orchestrated 
chaos of the fire department, grabbing coats and gear and 
heading for the truck, not even having to talk, just gliding 
into position and waiting for another slice of hell to become 
our world. 


In the truck, I sit with the new kid, Craig. He must be only 
twenty and he looks even younger, like a small insect almost 
being stifled in the fire jacket, his helmet askew, his eyes 
with that wild, panicked look some of the new guys get. 


How the fuck did he get through training? 


But training and the real thing are two very different 
realities, and perhaps the notion of actually facing the real 
thing will be too much for him. 


I sit down beside him as the truck rumbles to life and the 
sirens wail like mythical creatures. He’s got big green eyes 
and, despite his muscular build - a necessity in our business 
- he still seems tiny next to my six foot seven frame. 


“Craig,” I growl over the sound of the truck. “You won’t 
have to get out today. You’re here to learn. But you also 
need to remember that people’s lives rely on us having our 
shit together. Can you do that, kid? Can you get your shit 
together for me?” 


He blinks up at me and his eyes are watery, and, goddamn, 
he looks like a scared lost little lamb. 


Something like regret punches me in the chest when the 
realization that he won’t make it hits. Some people simply 
aren’t made of the right stuff. 


I clap him on the shoulder. 
“You'll be alright,” I say. 


“Do you think so?” he whispers, sharp weakness infusing 
his words. “I’m trying, Dominic, I’m really trying.” 


I grit my teeth and suppress a groan of annoyance, because 
trying doesn’t mean much when there’s a family who needs 
you to brave smoke inhalation and searing heat and burns 
and all the rest of it to make sure they’re safe. In that 
situation, trying is the same as failing. 


But there’s no use in making this poor bastard feel worse 
than he already does, so I just clap him on the back again 
and sit with my head resting on the surface of the truck 
behind me, feeling the thrum of the road in my body. 


Strangely, an image comes to me, a vignette biting into my 
mind. 


It’s her, the woman I’ve been waiting for all my life, and 
even if I can’t make out any physical features, I can feel her 
essence, whatever the fuck that means. It’s like there’s this 
force calling out to me, perhaps her womb telling me it’s 
ready for everything I have to give, to start a life together. 


But then it’s gone. 
And it’s time to go to work. 


The fire has already spread over a large portion of the 
theater, a squat detached building with a rustic look about 
it that looks out of place against the Miami skyline. The 
flames lick and hiss and before I know it - after the hoses 
and the taming - it’s time for me to don my gear like a 
soldier in post-apocalyptic wayfarer and brave the 
remaining heat and smoke. 


I’m practiced at switching off my emotions as I hack away at 
the charred door, smashing an opening and striding into 
what was once the lobby, but is now a wasteland of burnt- 
out nothings and the detritus of destruction. 


I head toward the back, the place where we were told the 
dressing rooms would be. Max and Sonny move silently 
beside me, communicating via nods and gestures, ignoring 
our radios because it’s just too damn loud. 


Like a thousand hailstones falling at the same time. 


That’s how one of the men described the sound of flames 
crackling all around you once, and it’s true, it just never 
stops. 


Quiet screaming reaches my ears through my helmet the 
closer we get, and I pick up my pace, having to stop to 


throw aside smoldering beams more than once, the heat 
pressing through my gloves, or trying to. 


I unsheathe my axe, feeling for a moment like I’m on a 
beach a thousand years ago and I’m about to charge into 
battle, and then head for the door to the dressing room. 


“Stand back,” I roar. “Do you understand me? All of you. 
Back.” 


“Yes,” a small voice answers. “ We’re safe.” 


With one mighty swing, I split the door right down the 
middle, the wood splintering and coughing like something 
alive, and then I stride into the room. 


And there she is. 
Am I hallucinating? 


There’s the woman I’ve been waiting forty-two long, long 
years for. 


She’s wreathed in smoke but I can see that her hair is sun- 
blonde, and her face is open and kind and her eyes are a 
startling, vivid green that remind me of long walks in 
luscious landscapes, and her body is the very definition of 
curvy, her hips child bearing and making me want to grab 
them, to feel the subtle gradations on her plus size perfect 
form. 


Of course, I don’t just stand there gaping. I’ve got work to 
do. 


But as me and my men move across the room I find myself 
having to tug my attention back to the task at hand, 
because it wants to gallop away and dream up a million 
different scenarios with this woman. 


As Max and Sonny approach the other person in the 
dressing room, I approach her, her beauty tugging at me, 
roaring at me to do something, and it takes every honed 
instinct I have to do my job instead of just ravishing her 
amidst the flames. 


I grab her and lift her up, feeling her body through my 
gloves, how thick and full and sexy it is. 


Then I carry her out, like a robot, focusing on my footsteps 
and nothing else, focusing on the path through the 
mayhem. 


When we break out onto the street, I immediately take her 
to the waiting ambulances, putting her down and turning 
away so that I don’t have to gaze into her face one more 
time. 


I turn to find Mark walking toward me, and have to blink 
away sunlight and smoke to convince my mind that my eyes 
aren't lying. 


Mark Thompson, wearing a plaid shirt rolled up at the 
sleeves, big chunky steel toe capped boots telling me he just 
came from a construction site, his face so tan he’s almost 
orange and my best friend since I was just a kid. 


“Mark?” I mutter. 


“Thank you, thank you,” he blusters, gripping me by the 
arms. “Jesus, man, Jesus Christ, thank you so much.” 


“What’re you talking about?” I ask. 


He tilts his head at me as though wondering if the fire has 
damaged my senses. 


“You saved her.” 


tt Who? n 


“You saved Lilah,” he breathes, gesturing to the woman 
behind me, the woman I’ve already mentally claimed as 
mine. “You saved my daughter.” 


CHAPTER TWO 


L, ilah 


I lie in the hospital bed with the sun blazing through the 
closed blinds, casting a glow across the room, my head on 
the pillow and my eyes closed. My eyelids are red with sun. 


I can feel Mom and Dad in the room, Dads boots shuffling 
around, the crisp sound when Mom turns the pages of her 
book. 


But I keep my eyes closed as my mind drifts back to the 
theater, to running lines, to rehearsing for the play - the 
play where, somehow, I’m the lead - and then everybody is 
screaming and a fire is blazing with stunning speed through 
the building. 


It's been a sweltering day and the building is old, Cassie 
Shouldn’t have been burning candles backstage, and of 
course we all should’ve been way, way calmer. 


But the fire and its aftermath isn’t what continuously stabs 
at my mind. 


It’s the way Dominic Dallison looked as he stood in the 
doorframe, overfilling it, his body like something out of a 
fever dream as he stood six foot seven in his fireman’s 
uniform. 


His piercing brown eyes were barely visible with the smoke 
and the helmet, but I remember him from my childhood, 
before he went off to fight wildfires in Australia for three 
years. 


I know he’s tall and has salt and pepper hair, his jawline 
strong, his body bulging at the seams like his skin can 
barely contain his tight, well-practiced muscles, but not the 
muscles of a bodybuilder, inflated just for the sake of it. 


These are the muscles of a man who knows what he’s doing. 


I flinch when the door creaks open, the idea that it could be 
my stalker, Craig, lurching through me so that I’m forced to 
throw my eyes open just to be sure. 


Craig has been quiet lately and I try to convince myself that 
this is it, that he’s done playing his twisted games with me. 


It’s not Craig, though. It’s my brother. 


Finn strides across the room, a wiry twenty-one year old 
with a shock of ash blonde hair and a skinny face, his long 
arms covered in tattoos as he sinks down next to me. 


He looks at me with big brother eyes even though I turned 
eighteen a few months ago. 


“You good, sis?” he asks. 


“Yes,” Mom says, with a sly smile. She wears about a 
bajillion bracelets and her hair is tied back with a Bohemian 
bandana. “Are you done pretending to be asleep?” 


“She wasn’t pretending,” Dad says, still in all his 
construction gear. 


“No,” Mom says, winking at me. “Of course she wasn’t.” 


I repress a giggle as my family settles around me, Finn with 
a severe grimace plastered across his thin lips. 


“Was it him?” he says. “Was it that stalker psycho?” 


“Jeez, Finn,” I snap, surprised by the fire in my voice. Fire. 
Ha ha. “Not everything is related to that. He hasn’t followed 
me in months now.” 


“What was it, then?” 


“One of the girls was burning a candle,” Dad says with a 
major eye roll. “She’s lucky I don’t sue her for almost killing 
your sister. What the hell was she thinking, burning candles 
in this weather?” 


“You’re not suing Cassie, Dad,” I groan with an eye roll of 
my own. 


“Why are you in bed?” Finn asks. “Are you sick?” 


“Can you please all stop fussing over me?” I say, laughing 
and sighing at the same time. “I’m fine, really. They’re just 
keeping me for observation to make sure there’s no smoke 
inhalation damage, which they’re ninety-nine percent sure 
is the case, but they had a case last year where they let 
somebody go early and it didn’t turn out well. So, you know, 
they’re legally obligated to keep me here. It’s no biggie.” 


“No biggie,” Finn repeats, shaking his head. “Can you 
believe this girl? No biggie. You almost died.” 


Another eye roll. And this one is nuclear. “I thought I was 
meant to be the drama queen, Finn?” I say. 


“Why are you so happy?” Finn asks suspiciously. 


“What?” I hiss. “I’m not allowed to put a brave face on?” 


Mom places a hand on Finn’s tattooed forearm. “She’s 
allowed to process things in her own way,” she says, ever 
the hippy. “The main thing right now is not to upset her.” 


I want to tell her, Mom, I’m not made of glass. 


But she’s just trying to be nice and there’s been enough 
excitement in the room already. 


I let my head fall back and close my eyes, but immediately 
the insides of my eyelids explode with Dominic, standing 
there wreathed in smoke, and then his uniform explodes to 
reveal his muscled, fire glistening body, and I have to throw 
my eyes open again because I feel my body screaming out 
for him. 


Not here. 
Not ever. 


It’s such a silly, absurd, unlikely thought, that Dominic 
Dallison, forty-two year old fireman and millionaire, would 
ever have any interest in me. 


I remember crouching in my bedroom when Dad and 
Dominic would sit in the garden sipping beers, Dominic in a 
light summer shirt open to reveal a slice of his chest, his 
pectorals bulging and rounded, and maybe some light 
shorts that flowed against the taut surface of his legs. 


Everything about him was - is - huge and tight and well- 
honed. 


I would stare and stare and then, in my typical actor’s way, 
imagine an entire scene in which he came up to my room 
where he kissed me. 


But I’m eighteen now and there’s nothing stopping us, 
nothing stopping him from sweeping me up in his thick, 
solid arms and holding me close to him, whispering in my 
ear that I’m his and only his. 


His hand would smooth down my body, palm my breasts, 
and then snake down to my pants and find my sex. 


I can feel him toying with my clit through my panties, 
rubbing softly at first and then harder, grinding his entire 
palm until my panties are soaked through and he’s got his 
bulge pressed up against my ass. 


“Oh, he’s here,” Dad says, causing my eyes to fly open 
again. 


There’s something about that he that sends electricity 
surging through me, my fists clenching and sweat sliding 
down my face and into my eyes. 


I wipe at my forehead. 
“Who’s here?” 


“Dom,” Dad says, gesturing with his phone. “I’ve gotta say, 
I’m damn glad he came back from Australia in time for that 
fire. Obviously, I wish there wasn’t a fire. But if anybody was 
gonna be there, I’m glad it was him. He’s the best man I 
know.” 


“Alright, man crush,” Finn chuckles good naturedly. 


But when it comes to Dominic Dallison, Dad doesn’t even let 
shame ripple across his features. He just grins, reminding 
me of the boy he was when he and Dom were little terrors, 
of the pictures I’ve seen of them both at eleven years old, 
arms wrapped around each other. 


“You want to know what sort of man Dom is, Finn?” Dad 
goes on. “He’s earned well over a million with some 


investments he made in his twenties, and yet he still works 
as a firefighter. Doesn’t have to. Could travel the world, 
screw supermodels, whatever he wanted. But nope, he’s 
still dedicated.” 


“T’m gonna puke, old man,” Finn smirks. “Please stop.” 


Dad flips Finn the bird and Mom meets my eye as if to say, 
These two, what are we gonna to do with them? 


But I have to look away quickly just in case Mom, the one 
who has always been the best at reading my thoughts, looks 
into my eyes and sees the confused maelstrom that swirls 
around. 


All too soon, there comes a confident rapping at the door 
that I know must be him. 


It’s in the way he does it, not presumptuous but not at all 
nervous, just here, matter of fact. 


Get it together, girl. Am I really analyzing a knock now? 


The door swings open slowly and Dominic walks in, wearing 
a shirt tucked into suit pants, the sleeves rolled up to show 
his impressive forearms, tendons tight and taut and 
bulging, his torso a V-shape down to his hips, his legs thick 
and powerful in the pants. 


His hair has turned completely mostly silver in the past few 
years, glistening slightly in the sun, but his face is all iron 
seriousness. Clean shaven and square jawed, his eyes 
pierce as they settle on me, and suddenly any notion I had 
that something could happen between us shatters. 


He stares as though he hates me. 


“I was just telling the kids how you’ve been fighting fires 
down under, Dom,” Dad says. 


Dominic nods at Dad, his lips twitching with the suggestion 
of a good mood. “It was difficult work,” he allows. “But 
rewarding. Not to be rude, Mark, but why am I here?” 


“Oh,” Dad grins, unfazed. “We wanted to say thank you, of 
course. Now you’re not only a friend of the family. You’re 
the man who saved my daughter. Come on, sit down.” 


And he does. 


Dominic Dallison sits next to my bed so close I can still smell 
the fire in his hair. 


CHAPTER TAREE 


D ominic 


The urge to leap to my feet and walk from the room almost 
overwhelms me, roaring in every one of my nerves like a 
command I shouldn’t be ignoring. 


The Thompsons makes small talk all around me, Finn 
talking about the course he’s studying in graphic design at 
the community college, and then Jessica complaining about 
her boss at the gym where she works as a receptionist, and 
then about the birds she keeps in her garden, and on and 
on, and I’m just sitting here trying not to let my mind roam 
to the sultry possibilities and all the carnal things I’d do to 
Lilah. 


“What about the play?” Jessica asks Lilah. 
She sighs and I see the concern flit across her features. 


“I don’t know,” she says, seeming to look anywhere but at 
me, her eyes roaming from her father to her mother to her 
big brother. “I hope we can still do it. I mean, I’m playing 
the lead, which is just crazy. I know it’s just a small 
production but it still means a lot to me.” 


“It should,” I say, my voice deep and unexpected even to 
myself. “Everything starts small, Lilah. It has to. But if you 
do a good job here, and I know you will, it could lead to any 
number of possibilities.” 


Except I don’t say that. 
Don’t say the words that rise to my lips. 


Really they just bounce around my head, but the idea of 
actually saying them stops with jackknife intensity when I 
remember that Mark is sitting right beside me, Mark, the 
man whose family took me in after mine died. 


I was never adopted. We were never brothers. 


But I still lived with him for four of my teenage years, 
cementing a bond that had started before, when we were 
friends in school. 


My best friend is sitting next to me and I’m struggling to 
hold back my primal desire for his daughter. 


And - maybe this is the worst part - I’m finding it really 
fucking difficult to be ashamed. 


She’s just too beautiful, even now in the hospital bed, her 
blonde hair tied back to reveal her expressive eyes and her 
full lips, making me want to part them with my fingers and 
have her suck, suck, suck, and then use the wetness to slide 
my hand over her nipples until they go hard and eager for 
me. 


I clench my fist on my thigh, hard, feeling my forearm 
muscles surging as though ready to erupt. 


But on and on, my mind gallivants, dreaming up a scenario 
in which Lilah is in the dressing room, only it’s not burning 
now and she’s wearing only her underwear, her hands 
squeezing her large breasts together, making her flesh 


compress and dance in ways that drive me to feral beast- 
like lust. 


“Dom?” Mark is saying, pulling me from my traitor’s 
reverie. 


“Yeah?” I murmur, tugging myself back to the present. 


“I was just saying how you could’ve been a businessman, 
could still be one, but you chose to fight fires instead. Finn 
wanted to know why.” 


I turn to the young man, the man whose sister I hungrily 
want to devour, and nod slowly. 


“I guess I wanted to help people,” I say. “My family, my 
parents, they died when I was young so I’ve always had that 
desire. To do right. Even though sometimes it’s difficult.” 


I wonder if Lilah senses that this is about her, that even as I 
make this seemingly innocuous statement I want to drive 
my seed into her womb, let it burn hotly there and then 
settle, gifting both of us with a child, our child. 


“T bet Australia was awesome, though,” Finn says, smiling. 


My insides twist when I remember wrestling with this kid in 
his backyard, Lilah inside with her mother, acting out some 
childhood play she’d written. I never even noticed her 
except perhaps to give her a piece of candy here or there as 
a friend of the family. 


And now she’s a woman, my woman. 


“Tt was,” I tell him. “You should see some of the creatures, 
Finn. They'll give you some real fierce nightmares.” 


It’s all small talk and gladness shoots through me when it’s 
over, because then I don’t have to force my eyes to look 
anywhere apart from Lilah. 


Mark and I wander through the hospital, down the white 
hallways and across the shiny floor, riding the elevator to 
the lobby. I put my hands behind my back, like I often do, 
standing tall and staring straight ahead, mostly so I don’t 
have to meet my best friend’s eyes. 


Is this wrong? 

But then why the fuck does it feel so right? 

“Are you alright, Dom?” he asks as the elevator rides down. 
“Of course,” I say. “Why?” 

I feel him shrugging beside me, but don’t turn to look. 


“I guess I just wanted to make sure. You seem a little ... 
shaken up? I know we’re all macho and that, buddy, but we 
can talk about shit if you ever need to.” 


I almost laugh, but force it down into my belly to simmer 
and die. The elevator doors open and we walk into the 
lobby, side by side, my oldest friend and I and the unspoken 
thing hanging between us, the knowledge that I want his 
daughter, want her bad. 


“I was going to ask,” Mark says as we walk into the 
blistering Floridian heat, the sun baking down even though 
it’s gone eight o’clock in the evening. “Would you mind 
picking up Lilah tomorrow? I know I’m being a total prick 
here, asking you to do it, but I know it’s your day off. So I 
just thought I'd ask.” 


I turn to find that he’s trailed off, his lips twisted, and 
perhaps I’m staring at him like an asshole, making my best 
friend feel uncomfortable. I force something akin to a smile 
on my face and nod as warmly as I can with these notions 
flurrying around my mind. 


“Of course I’ll do it,” I tell him. “You don’t even need to 
ask.” 


“Thanks,” he sighs, as though a large weight has been lifted 
off his shoulders. “Work’s busier than a motherfucker at the 
moment and Jess is working a double. I don’t want Finn to 
miss school and, well, you’re the only person I trust to do 
this, I guess. I know she’s not a little girl anymore. She’s got 
a license. She’s legally an adult. But I don’t want her to 
drive, not so soon after the fire. Sometimes I just look at her 
and see a baby, know what I mean? 


“No,” I say firmly. “I can’t say I do, Mark. But I’ll give her a 
ride, no worries.” 


A baby? 


The woman is sex painted in sin wrapped in a ball of desire, 
one-hundred percent woman, with the curves and the fuck- 
me eyes to prove it, and a mouth that would be perfect for 
meeting with mine. 


I’d kiss down her body slowly, making her savor ever touch, 
her skin pricking with goosebumps as I go lower and lower. 
I can hear the sounds she’d make as I’d peeled down her 
panties, her wetness hot and tangy-scented. 


Then Id slide my finger between her lips, prying them 
apart and revealing the pink openness of her sex, pushing 
my finger inside and then tasting it, tasting her wetness and 
her womb and everything about her. 


And these are thoughts I should stomp on with her father 
standing right fucking beside me. 


Mark puts his hands on his hips and squints across the 
parking lot in a way that tells me he wants to say 
something. 


“What is it?” I ask. 


“T just wish you’d find somebody sometimes,” he murmurs. 
“You’ve got so much to offer.” 


“You know how I feel about that,” I mutter. 


He lets out a breath, shaking his head slowly. “Yeah, I know. 
You want to find the woman of your dreams. You want to 
just know the second you lay eyes on her. You know, Dom, 
that’s always seemed a weird part of your personality to 
me. Like it doesn’t fit.” 


“How so?” 


“Because you’re not exactly old-fashioned or obsessed with 
Hollywood movies or anything like that, I guess.” 


“That’s the problem, how I see it,” I growl. “It’s become old- 
fashioned to want to claim one woman and treat her right. 
Forever. Men like me, men who know what they want and 
won't let anything stop them from going after it, we’re 
respected in business and sports and everything else. But 
when it comes to relationships, we’re sexist, we’re old- 
fashioned, we’re whatever-the-fuck.” 


“Sorry, Dom, I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
I laugh, throwing my head back in something like a howl. 


“You didn’t offend me,” I say, as we share a look straight out 
of our childhood. “We’re just talking. Anyway, I think I 
might’ve found somebody.” 


Mark blinks, then smiles. “What, really? That’s great.” 
“But it’s complicated.” 


His smile widens. “When is it not complicated? If you’ve 
found somebody, don’t let anything stop you. You just said 
that yourself.” 


I sigh, almost roaring the truth right then, but it doesn’t 
make any sense to voice these private, intense desires 
before I’ve even made them explicit to Lilah. 


Why tear a hole in a decades-long friendship if Lilah doesn’t 
even want anything to do with me? 


And yet, back in the hospital room, I thought I saw 
something in her eyes. 


A flicker, a look, a blush to her cheeks that seemed like the 
same desire now thrumming through me. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


L, ilah 


I sit up in bed with the script laid out before me, staring 
down at my lines, a nasty thought whirring in my mind as 
the sun rises and fills the room with blood-orange light. 


My body shape isn’t right for acting. 


I try to shoo the thought away like the horrible traitor it is, 
but it just resurfaces again and again. It just keeps rising 
with more steam. 


The only person who seemingly ever found me attractive 
was Craig, and that wasn’t exactly the attraction I was 
interested in. That was more like a hyena latching onto me 
for some messed-up reasons of his own, deciding that I was 
his in the most warped way imaginable. 


I don’t want a hyena. 


I want a lion, somebody who will roar out for me, whose 
strength will help to evolve mine and who I can grow with. 


I don’t want the immature little boys from my high school - 
thank God for graduation - but I want, I want... 


And then, as if the universe is playing a cosmic trick on me, 
the man I really want pokes his head around the corner of 
the door, something vicious and primal on his face. 


Definitely not a boyish smile, that’s for sure. 


Dominic Dallison is wearing a steel gray shirt that matches 
the gray in hair, his suit pants tight, his shoes shiny. Sweat 
pricks him because nobody is immune to the Miami summer 
sun, and for a moment my vision wavers and I see him, not 
as he is now, but as he was when he charged into the 
building and rescued me, never stopping to think about his 
own Safety. 


Could Dominic like my plus size shape? 


I almost let out a giggle at the mere thought, though his 
presence here does pique curiosity within me. 


“Hello,” I say, deciding that I’ll slip into another skin and 
play a character. Confident girl. Not, shy girl. A girl who 
doesn’t want to sink into a hole in the ground. “Can I help 
you?” 


“So polite,” he says, striding to my bed. For a moment, I’m 
sure there’s a note of teasing in his voice, subtly jibing. 
“How do you feel?” 


“Fine,” I say. “Glad I get to go home today. All of this was 
just a formality, really.” 


I could reach out and grab him right now, squeeze down on 
his arms, feel the way my fingernails would bend under 
their unyielding firmness. I almost do it, but then a voice in 
my mind viciously reminds me that he’d probably just puke 
if I expressed something like that toward him. 


But I can smell him, his cologne mixed with man scent 
almost overwhelming me. 


“So you’re ready?” he says, glancing down at me. 


I lay the script aside and nod down at myself, dressed in a 
summer skirt I now regret, showing off my thighs, and my 
bag in the corner. 


“Yep, all set.” 


“Shall we get going, then?” he mutters, a note of 
impatience entering his voice. 


I flinch, the truth taking a long moment to clatter down in 
my head. 


“Wait, are you taking me home?” 
A smirk touches his lips. 


“Didn’t your old man tell you?” he asks. “He asked me to 
come and get you. So are we going or not?” 


“He might’ve mentioned something.” 


I jump up way too fast, and feel a crunching in my chest, a 
silly-girl-silly-girl voice singing in my head. I make up for it 
by taking my sweet, leisurely time getting my bag, and then 
carefully folding my script and putting it inside, even 
pretending to fiddle with the zipper for a little while... 


Okay, I’m not pretending, the zipper has been a bane for 
quite a while now. 


When I turn back to Dominic, I see that his jaw is tight and 
his gaze is biting sharply into me, his intense brown eyes 
roaming down to my skirt, and bare legs. 


And for a crazy second I think he’s going to dart across the 
room and grab my thighs, hard, sliding his hand up toward 
my panties and prying them loose. 


Maybe just snapping them. 


And then— 
“Shall we go?” he says, cutting my thoughts short. 


“Sure,” I say as breezily as I can, still putting on my actor’s 
face, hoping I can mask the uncertainty wavering inside of 
me. 


He nods and strides from the room, leaving me to follow 
after him, giving me a view of his broad, muscled back. 


Light sweat has flecked his shirt, making it stick to his skin. 
I try not to let my eyes magnetize to the muscles, but it’s 
difficult, and I lose over and over. 


In the parking lot, he starts walking toward a jet black 
sports car, pressing a button on the key so that the doors 
flip upward. I’m not an expert when it comes to cars, but I 
think it’s fitting that it’s a Jaguar, sleek and handsome and 
intense and deadly, just like him. 


He walks around to the driver’s side and I climb into the 
passenger’s side, and then with a yelp I almost drop a good 
two feet into the seat like the biggest dork in the universe. 


As quick as a shadow, Dominic is there, his arms looped 
around my waist as he lowers me into the seat, lower to the 
ground than I’m used to. His breath is sultry on my skin and 
his muscles press against my hip, firm, solid, and for a 
moment we just stay like that. 


“Thank you,” I stammer. “I guess I’m not used to sports 
Cars.” 


“Tt’s fine,” he says, voice husky and low as he moves away. 


I guess the last thing he wanted to do today was wrap his 
arms around my body, and now he turns to the road, eyes 
narrowed. 


“Let’s get going.” 


He handles the car deftly as the air conditioning blessedly 
blasts us with air straight from the Arctic. I find myself 
toying with the hem of my skirt, the silence something I’ve 
never liked. 


Actors shout and talk a mile a minute and laugh for no 
reason, but we don’t sit well in silence. And even if I’m just 
a wannabe actor, I still slide effortlessly into that mold. A 
classic cliché. 


So I ask about his businesses. 
“Dad said it was investments? But he never said what.” 


“Oh, this and that,” he says casually. “I got in on the ground 
floor of a few Silicon Valley companies, becoming a silent 
partner. I patented an axe design and that ended up doing 
quite well. Believe it or not, I co-own a tire company and 
that brings in a decent amount of revenue. And more. Lots 
more. But it’s nothing exciting. It’s just money. The 
excitement comes from fighting fires, from risking my life, 
from saving people.” 


His hands have tightened on the steering wheel, his 
knuckles turning white, and unexpectedly he chuckles and 
shakes his head. 


“What’s funny?” I ask. “That sounds amazing, Dom, really.” 
Dom. 


We both hear it, me using the shortened version of his 
name, which I’ve never done before. When I was growing 
up, it was Mr. Dallison, and lately it seems to have become 
Dominic. 


But Dom? 


“Where are we going?” I ask, when we pass the exit that 
would lead to the suburbs where Mom and Dad’s house is. 


My house, until I get my own apartment. 


“I want to take you to my place,” he says. “I suppose I 
should’ve asked first. I was distracted. Will you come, Lilah? 
Will you come for me?” 


Come for me. 


Dirty thoughts dance temptingly in my mind with newfound 
vigor, screaming at me that yes, I’ll come for him, on him, 
let him taste it and drink it and smear it all over me in sinful 
delight. 


“Yes,” I whisper, my voice a croak. 


“Good,” he says, voice a deeper rumble than the engine. 
“Because I’ll explode if I don’t finally get this off my chest.” 


What? 
What the heck does that mean? 


But then he’s asking me about my play and I don’t really 
have a chance to process what that could mean. 


“Tt’s a small production,” I say. 


“But you want bigger things,” he notes, reading me 
effortlessly. 


“Yes,” I say, passion infusing the word. “It’s not that I want 
to be rich or famous. I mean, sure, I guess that would be 
okay. But I want to hone my craft, the chance to dedicate 
my life to it, the chance to live and breathe life into different 
roles, the chance to...” 


I stop, my breath coming frantically, my words hanging 
embarrassingly in the air. 


“What?” Dom says quietly, gliding off the exit ramp, the sun 
kissing the sea and glowing across the city. “What do you 
want, Lilah?” 


Apart from you? 
I wring my hands. 


“I guess I want to stop embarrassing myself in my dad’s 
friend’s car,” I laugh, but without humor. 


“You’re not embarrassing yourself,” he says seriously. “And 
yes, I’m Mark’s friend, and you’re his daughter, but that 
doesn’t mean...” 


“What?” I urge when he cuts off, daring to dream. “What, 
Dom?” 


“Let’s talk at the house,” he says. 


“Okay,” I whisper, mind fuming, doing all kinds of acrobatics 
as I try to puzzle out just what the heck is happening here. 


Then we glide into view of Dominic’s house, and I see that 
it’s not a house at all. 


It’s a giant seven bedroom mansion surrounded by a high 
red brick wall, with a black gate and two stone gargoyles 
sitting on either side, carved into the stone plinths, keeping 
guard. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


D ominic 


I walk into the open plan kitchen, the obsidian island sitting 
in the center like a piece of volcanic rock, but nothing’s as 
volcanic as the feeling thrumming through me, a fierce 
hunger that gripped me the moment I walked into the 
hospital room and hasn’t let go since. 


She was just lying there in a short skirt with a tank top on, 
the top hugging onto her tightly, a clear outline of her 
breasts bulging the material and bulging my manhood. I 
had to bite down and just stare for a second, otherwise I’d 
leap like a beast and maul her. 


Tame every inch. 


When she leapt up, her skirt fluttered and her thighs 
begged temptingly for me to clutch onto them, grab and 
hold and massage, and for a while the urge was almost too 
much to handle. 


In the car, when I caught her to stop her from falling too 
hard into the seat, I felt her body responding to mine, her 
skin getting warmer like the fire I saved her from, her 


breath catching as her womb sent the same famished 
signals my seed is sending to me, constantly. 


Now, I wander over to the fridge. 


“Drink?” I ask, catching sight of her in the sleek metal 
reflection, sunlit. 


“Sure,” she says, sitting down on a stool and moving from 
side to side. 


There’s a concealed nervousness about her, as though she’s 
trying to bridle her anxiety and morph it into something 
positive and confident. It’s an actor’s impulse, I guess, and 
as I watch her - pouring us both a glass of ice cold water - I 
feel a note of respect twanging like a guitar string inside of 
me. 


She’s so much more than just a sex-made goddess. 


She drinks and a bead of water slides down her chin, and I 
must be a fucking savage. Because I immediately start 
thinking about my seed doing the same, dripping hotly and 
wetly down her skin, painting her. 


“T guess you’re wondering why you’re here,” I say, leaning 
against the island opposite her. 


Her smiles quirks. She raises an eyebrow. 


“I guess so,” she says. “Unless, you’re not a secret serial 
killer, are you, Dom?” She giggles, a war of nerves, with 
confidence briefly winning. “If you are, I should warn you, 
I’m actually trained in martial artists.” 


“Really?” I laugh, indulging her, indulging myself. 


“Oh, yeah,” she smiles. “I know fifteen ways to kill a man, 
and that’s just with this glass.” 


We laugh together, and my overactive mind tosses up a 
dozen scenarios where we’d laugh together in the future, 
over family barbecues and with our children sitting at our 
feet by a fireside, glimpses of a future life I would fight and 
kill to claim. 


Glimpses of what this woman could give me, hounding me, 
and now I stand up and stare at her with the intensity of 
twin dying suns. 


“T can’t hold this back anymore,” I tell her. “I can’t live this 
damn lie. I’ve tried to fight it. I really have. No, that’s a lie.” 


I pause and she waits, her lips trembling slightly. 
“What’s a lie?” she asks after a moment. 


“T haven’t tried to fight it because I don’t want to,” I growl. 
“You're the only person I want, Lilah. All my life, I knew I’d 
recognize the woman who was mine - and mine alone - the 
second I saw her. I never expected her to be you, that’s 
true, but when I saw you in that fire... And maybe that’s a 
fucked up place to realize a thing like that.” 


My thoughts are scattering, I realize. 


I grit my teeth and walk around the island, stopping so 
close to her that I can scent her primal need in the air, just 
like my own, and they mix together like different colored 
fireworks that blend in the night’s sky. 


“T’m claiming you, Lilah,” I say. “I’m making you mine. I’m 
making it so that the only man you'll ever be with is me. And 
you’re the only woman I ever want. That’s it. I’m putting a 
child in your belly, and then another, and another. And if 
you’re intimidated by this, fine, but I refuse to live my life as 
a goddamn lie. And if I don’t tell you now, you might be 
surprised when I turn full fucking savage if I ever see you 
with another man.” 


Her lips part and her eyes reflect the yellow glow of the 
midmorning sun. She just stares at me as I stare at her. I 
want to delve into her mind and scan her thoughts, but 
instead I just move closer, knowing I should wait. 


All those modern ideas, they tell a man to ask first, don’t 
they? 


They tell a man to show respect and be a gentleman. 


But with Lilah, my woman, in this moment, I can’t be a 
goddamn gentleman. 


I have to take her. 
Take her. 


I lean down and bring my lips to hers, parting them slowly 
and tasting her mouth, her toothpaste, her tongue. She 
gasps and freezes for a moment, but then a second later a 
stifled moan escapes her lips and she loops her arms 
around me, gasping. 


Then she leans back into my arms - confident that I’ll hold 
her - and her mouth falls open. 


“Wait a second,” she says, laughing musically. She pinches 
her forearm, eyes narrowed on me in playful bantering 
perfection. “Okay, so that hurt. I’m not dreaming, then.” 


“This is real,” I tell her huskily. “This is the realest moment 
of my life. I feel like everything has been leading up to this.” 


I slide my hands down her back, keeping one there to prop 
her up, and then sliding the other up her waist and over her 
belly moving it toward her breasts. 


“You’re not acting?” she murmurs. 


“Acting,” I smirk. “I wouldn’t know where to start with you.” 


“T feel like I’m playing a character,” she whispers, her voice 
breathy as I find her breasts and massage them through 
the tank top, feeling her lust in every quivering motion she 
makes. “That this is a play. A script. And any second 
somebody’s going to end the scene.” 


“Not us, Lilah,” I say, and for a split second I think of Mark, 
my best friend. 


But this woman in front of me is too vivacious and real and 
fire hot for me to stop now. 


Maybe that makes me a bad man. I don’t know. 


“Oh, God,” she whimpers. “I want it, too, Dom. I want it 
badly.” 


“Come here, then,” I growl. 


I hug my arms around her and lift her off her feet, making 
her squeal, and then I sit her down on the obsidian island 
and kiss her again, this time harder, this time letting go of 
all that pent-up primal pressure. 


She leans into the kiss and then I slide my hands down to 
her ass, lifting her and then palming it, two fleshy round 
bulbs that couldn’t be more fucking sculpted for my hands, 
the flesh shifting sexily, making me hungry, making me want 
to feel them without the fabric of the skirt between us. 


She grinds against my hands until I slip under the fabric, 
sliding my hand toward her panties, and then stroking her 
Sex. 


“T need to feel it,” I whisper hoarsely. “I need to feel how 
hot and wet you are. I want to be honorable, Lilah, I really 
fucking do. But I can’t. I need you. Now.” 


She buries her face in my neck, moaning, kissing. 


Do it, do it. 


Her voice is muffled but I can make out the words through 
the tangle of kisses and desire. 


I push aside her panties and stroke my hand along her lips, 
which drives me so much more feral in real life than it ever 
could in my mind. 


Up, up, I stroke her lips, pushing them apart, and then 
bring my finger to the engorged nub of her needy fucking 
clit. When I rub it, she falls away from my neck and starts to 
moan in my arm. 


“Bite down if you want,” I snarl. 
“T don’t want to hurt you,” she moans. 


“Pm not some soft high school punk,” I tell her. “Bite as 
hard as you want.” 


She makes another moan of pleasure as I rub her clit faster, 
and then bites into my arm with a sweet sting of lust. 


I tense my muscles against her teeth and rub her more 
ferociously, her moans and, most of all, the way she twitches 
and quivers as I rub driving me to claim her more and 
more. 


I’ve never been much of a musician, but as I strum her 
soaked nub I feel like I’m playing the best instrument in the 
world, every sound produced more heavenly than the last. 


“Come,” I tell her, whispering close to her ear. “Come all 
over my hand. Come hard, Lilah, and come now.” 


“Ah,” she cries, letting go of my arm and throwing her head 
back. “Ah, ah, ah.” 


I press another finger against her clit and rub faster, 
harder, with more dominance. 


The music reaches a crescendo and then a torrent of 
creamy release gushes all over my hand and my wrist, 
drenching me as she grinds side to side and up and down, 
moaning louder and louder as she squirts thick gorgeous 
come all over me. 


When she’s done, she leans back, her mouth an O-shape. 
“T’ve never done that before,” she whimpers. 
“What, orgasmed or squirted?” 


She opens her mouth to reply, but then there’s a loud crash 
and a sound like glass breaking from outside. 


I leap to my feet, anger lancing through me that anybody 
would interrupt this moment, that they would dare. 


“Wait here,” I tell her. 


Her face has drained of color and suddenly our 
conversation is forgotten. She climbs unsteadily to her feet. 


“What is it? Who is it? What’s going on?” 


There’s something in the quick-fire way she asks those 
questions that tells me she already knows. 


With a violent tug a thought wrenches into my mind. 
She has a boyfriend. 
I can’t believe that Lilah would lie to me like that. 


But then, what if it’s true? What if she has a boyfriend and 
he’s outside right now, drunk and with a few of his buddies, 
and they’re about to try and take Lilah from me? 


I don’t know if I’d be able to control myself in those 
circumstances, if I’d be able to rein in this grim prehistoric 
she’s-mine instinct inside of me. 


As I stride across the kitchen and down the corridor toward 
the main entrance, I feel like a man from the distant past, 
walking to the mouth of his cave to find out just who or 
what the fuck has decided to disturb the relative peace of 
his family. 


I wish I had a club, a spear, a bow. 
But my fists will do. 


I open the door. 


CHAPTER SIX 


L, ilah 


“Wait here,” Dom says, his hand on the door as he glances 
back at me with those piercing eyes. 


My chest is still heaving and my body rioting from the 
searing contact we just shared, the closeness like a 
fireworks display between us, sharp, hot. As hot as the fire 
he rescued me from. 


Now my body is doing strange things, my sex screaming at 
me for his hand and his tongue and everything else, even as 
a bitter doubt hisses in the back of my head that I’m not 
good enough for him, I’m not what he wants. 


I’ll have to tell him, won’t I? 


But right now, with our closeness interrupted by that 
crashing, smashing sound, my mind twists into another 
direction. 


Craig. 


Somehow, the certainty that it’s him slams into me without 
the slightest doubt, roaring out in my mind that it could be 


nobody else. Craig has come here because, in his messed 
up version of reality, I belong to him and nobody else is 
allowed anywhere near to me. 


And never mind that I would never, in a million years, agree 
to that. 


That doesn’t matter to him. 


I don’t listen to Dom, because there’s no way I’m just going 
to wait here like some damsel in distress when the cause of 
this is me. Well, not me. 


Him, that presumptuous, hateful dickhead, but if I wasn’t 
here then Craig wouldn’t have chosen Dom’s place to 
vandalize. 


I try to calm myself as I follow him into the blazing sun, 
telling myself that I’m projecting too swiftly into the future, 
that perhaps a bird just flew into a window or a random kid 
decided to play an unfunny prank. 


But then I get to the end of the driveway and see that the 
security light has been busted, shards of glass lying like 
twinkling stars on the concrete, and I see the brick with the 
white piece of paper taped to it. My belly sinks. 


I approach the note as though I’m approaching a 
dangerous animal that might leap out at me and hurt me 
any second, my belly churning when Dom lifts it up and 
reads the note, his hand tightening around the brick so that 
his whole body tenses and bulges. 


“What does it say?” I whisper, voice hoarse. 


“It says that no matter where you run, this prick - whoever 
threw this goddamn message - is going to be there, waiting 
for you.” 


He turns to me slowly, his features pinched, his face almost 
contorted as rage broils through him with visible force. 


“Who the fuck thinks they have a claim on you, Lilah?” 


I throw my hands up and wander over to the oak bench that 
sits under a palm tree, the leaves casting jagged shadows 
on the concrete. 


I drop down and wring my hands, staring down at my feet, 
feeling tears building in my eyes and threatening to slide 
down my face. 


“I need to contact the police,” Dom says. “Will you come 
inside, Lilah? I don’t like the idea of you waiting out here 
after what just happened.” 


“Sure,” I murmur, rising to my feet. “Can I see the note?” 
“Tf you want,” he says, handing me the brick. 


In the brief contact our fingers make as he gives it to me, I 
feel the pain inside of him, and the pain he wants to inflict 
on whoever did this. 


I raise the brick and read the note and feel another punch 
in my belly, the hairs on the back of my neck pricking, some 
deep instinct inside of me roaring at me to get far away 
from here, far away from Dom so I can’t infect him with this 
craziness. 


As if the other thing wasn’t bad enough, as if knowing that 
I’m not what he seems to have presumed I am is deadly, 
now I have to try and brave this, too. 


I search inside of me for the strength to be a different 
character, a girl who doesn’t give a fuck, but she’s not 
there. It’s just me. And I feel tears rising in my eyes again. 


I wipe them away as Dom leads me into the lounge, 
gesturing at the leather corner couch and then taking out 
his cellphone. I squeeze my hands together and try to get 
the idea into my mind that Dom won’t care, that he’ll accept 
me for this and that it won’t make any difference. 


A nasty laugh ricochets around my soul as I catch sight of 
myself in the reflection of the large TV, looking flushed and 
sweaty after the closeness in the kitchen. 


He thinks I’m an easy going, fun loving actress. 


He used those lines on me because he thinks I know what 
I’m doing in the bedroom. 


He couldn’t be more wrong. 


I don’t want to doubt him, but as he returns to the living 
room and glances at me, I’m sure I detect a flicker of 
distaste in his eyes, as though he’s waded too deep into a 
dirty pool and would very much like to get out now. 


Am I being unfair? 


“Tell me about this man,” he says quietly, sitting down 
beside me and reaching across for my hand. 


I squeeze onto it, willing some of his strength to transmit to 
me. 


“What do you want to know?” I ask. 


He smirks, but there’s no humor or lightheartedness in the 
gesture. It’s one hundred percent deathly rage. Relief that 
Craig isn’t here moves through me when I see that look in 
Dom’s eyes, because the last thing I want is for him to go to 
prison. And he would, I know. Craig wouldn’t stand a 
chance against Dominic Dallison, my hero, my goliath, the 
man whose expectations I’m going to have to shatter soon. 


“Everything,” he says. 


I talk slowly and haltingly, but as I squeeze tightly onto his 
hand, I manage to force the story out. 


I tell him how I played a minor role in a play last year, and 
for whatever messed up reason, this guy decided that he’d 
fallen in love with me and wanted to be my boyfriend. 


“Tt was really weird,” I whisper, risking a glance at him and 
letting go of the too-strong bite of my lip. “I mean, it’s not 
like when you told me you were claiming me, Dom. I want 
you. But with him, it’s like he just assumed I was going to 
fall at his feet and start worshipping him. When I didn’t, he 
got mean. He got weird.” 


I tell him about the endless flowers sent to class, never with 
a message. And then, when I ignored the flowers, he 
started hanging out outside our house. When I somehow 
managed to ignore that, the vandalism began. 


“Keying cars, puncturing tires, even smashing our 
downstairs window. I eventually got a restraining order on 
him, which was horrible because I had to see him in court 
and he told me he loved me, right there in front of 
everybody. It was horrible. I didn’t even know this person. 
Even after the restraining order, he’d send me collages, 
photos of me he’d taken secretly in public. I guess I thought 
he was done. But clearly not.” 


I take a breath as I disentangle my hands from his, rising to 
my feet and telling myself that this is for the best. For him, 
at least. Because I’ve got more baggage than an airliner 
and that’s not even the worst part. 


“That’s half the reason I have to go now,” I whisper. 


“What?” Dom mutters, voice deep, rumbling. “Go? Why?” 


I blink away tears, and then try to wave them away in such 
an actor’s gesture I let my hand drop with a quiet laugh. 


“Because I don’t want to disappoint you,” I say. “Like it’s not 
bad enough that I’ve brought a stalker to your house.” 


He stands up fluidly, every movement honed to animal ease. 


He steps forward and leans down, bringing his face close to 
mine, his scent overwhelming me. I blink and then, for the 
briefest moment, I swear I can see us sitting in this same 
room but surrounded by children, and maybe a dog. A life. 


“T can’t,” I croak, placing my hand on his chest meaning to 
push myself away. 


But instead I grab hold of him tighter, feeling his engorged 
muscles, feeling the sweat pressing through his shirt. 


“Tell me,” he growls. “Tell me and whatever it is, we’ll face 
it. Together.” 


“Pm a virgin,” I blurt, staring into his dumbfounded face. 
“See, Dom? Some things are just too complicated, aren’t 
they?” 


I turn to leave. 


CHAPTER SEV EN 


D ominic 


I watch as she spins away from me, her skirt fluttering 
around her hips and her ass, my eyes roaming over her and 
immediately forgetting the brick, the message, the police. 


I just stare at her as her words thud into me, doing 
something primal to my insides, unleashing a long withheld 
desire to dominate and own. 


She’s making toward the door, her legs grinding together 
and glistening slightly from where her gushing come 
drenched her and me. I can still smell her scent in the air, 
drifting up from my fingers. 


“Wait,” I growl, when she’s about to walk into the hallway. 
She pauses, head bowed, not turning back. 


“Why?” she says. “What’s the point? I’ve seen you, Dom. 
You’re the hottest guy in town. You’re rich. I bet you’ve 
been with all kinds of women. There’s no way you want a 
girl who doesn’t even know what she’s doing.” 


“Ts that what you think this is about?” 


My voice is like a volcano as I walk across the room, my 
manhood a solid metal pole inside my pants, throbbing like 
it could explode any moment and fill my underwear with my 
seed. 


But I’d never let that happen. 
Every drop is meant for her wet, tight, virgin pussy. 
Fuck, I need this woman. 


“I need you now more than ever,” I tell her, wrapping my 
arms around her shoulders and pulling her close to me, 
leaning down so that I can grind my cock against her ass 
cheeks, tracing them with my enraged head. 


“Is there seriously a part of you that thinks this makes me 
want you less?” 


I press more firmly against her, feeling my cock trying to 
erupt from my pants and make a home between her 
luscious ass cheeks, my seed writhing up and down my 
length as it tries to squirt warmly into her pink hole. 


Take her, fuck her, impregnate her. Now. 


Messages from my ancestors roar out inside of me. And 
even if there’s a tiny part of me that would’ve laughed at 
such thoughts before, nothing about this is funny now. 


“T need you so badly I’d walk through ten miles of fire, 
without my gear for you,” I whisper in her ear, kissing her 
just behind it so that shivers move through her. “I’d go into 
that theater naked and rescue you a thousand times if 
that’s what it took. You think this makes me want you less?” 


I take her by the shoulders and spin her around, the shock 
making her eyes widen as she stares at me, her lower lip 
trapped between her teeth. 


I smooth my finger along her lips and she lets it go with a 
gasp. 


Images of her stalker stabs into my mind, the way he toyed 
with her, messed with her head, making her think she was 
anything less than what she is. 


A queen, my queen, and nobody else is ever going to touch 
her. 


“T want to be your first,” I tell her. “I want to experience 
that together. I want to put a baby inside you the first time 
we make love, Lilah. I’ve waited my whole damn life for you 
and this just makes it sweeter. I want to taste you. I want to 
fuck you. Now.” 


“Now?” she whimpers, chest rising and falling, a flame red 
blush blooming in her cheeks. 


“TIl never rush you,” I growl. “But before I take you, I need 
to taste that virgin pussy. I need to kiss and lick and nibble 
it until you squirt all over my mouth.” 


She gasps, moving closer to me, turning her face up so that 
all I can do is lean down and press my lips against hers, 
tasting her, the passion in the movement of her tongue, her 
moans coming through our tight pressed lips. 


“I thought that freaked you out,” she whispers. “When 1... 
When I did that.” 


“Squirted?” I say, shaking my head. “Jesus, Lilah, it was the 
sweetest thing I’ve ever experienced. It was so fucking hot. 
I want to taste it now though. And like I said before, I can’t 
be honorable, not with you.” 


She lets out a squealing giggle as I lift her off her feet and 
carry her in a fireman’s lift into the hallway and up the 
stairs. 


“Where are we going?” she says, a thrill in her voice. 


“Where do you think?” I retort, grabbing onto a thick, 
gorgeous handful of thigh as I turn a corner and stride 
down the corridor toward my bedroom, my balls feeling like 
lead stones. 


I kick open the bedroom door, the king size bed sitting in 
the center of the room with the door to the ensuite off to 
the left, the large double windows affording a view of the 
Miami skyline and letting in swathes of sunlight. I gently 
lower her to the bed and then stride to the window, closing 
the curtains in one savage wipe of my hand. 


I turn to find Lilah propped up on her elbows, gazing at me 
with her lips in that cute O shape, her eyes tracking my 
movements as I prowl closer to the bed. 


I can smell her sex in the air, my mouth salivating in 
preparation for the taste of it, my whole body surging with 
the need to claim her right this second. 


I fall to my knees and grab her thighs, pulling her across 
the bed and parting her legs, all the while her body 
tightening and her breath quickening, those little signals 
that tell me she wants this, wants it bad. 


“Your panties,” I growl, as I stare at them, completely 
soaked through with her squirting goodness, so wet I could 
wring them out and let the juices fall onto my tongue like 
water. 


“You’re so fucking wet,” I tell her, sliding my hands up her 
thighs and gripping the edge of her panties, pulling them 
down slowly, savoring every moment as I stare at her pink 
pussy, her hole fluttering and winking at me as she grinds 
her legs against the sheets. 


I smirk, looking up at her between her legs. 


“Getting impatient, are we?” 


She looks down with that same bravery versus anxiety 
expression she wears so often, and bravery wins. 


“Maybe,” she admits. “Maybe you just make me really 
freaking horny.” 


“Not as horny as you make me,” I tell her. “Nowhere 
fucking close. Now come here. I'll die if I don’t drink as 
much of those juices as I can take.” 


I drag her down the bed and move closer, gripping her 
thighs and feeling the gorgeous fullness of them as I bring 
my face close to her pussy, inhaling deeply and savoring the 
scent of her. 


Then I stroke my tongue up along one lip and down the 
other, skirting close to her clit. Every time I get close, she 
makes a shivering noise and her body twitches. Her juices 
coat my tongue, tangy, sweet, better than any food or drink 
I can imagine. 


I bring my face closer to her sex and open my mouth wide, 
taking all of her in, kissing and nibbling her hot wet clit and 
then her lips, starting slow and then getting faster and 
more dominant, lapping her up like I’m starving and she’s 
all I have to eat, all I want to eat. 


“Y-y-yes,” she cries, wriggling closer to me. 


She shyly grabs the back of my head, as though she thinks 
I’m going to shove her hand away, but I reach up and grab 
her wrist and press her more firmly down onto me. 


I want her to be able to explore her sexuality with me, 
especially when I know I’m going to explore every perfect 
inch of her. 


I grip her thighs even harder as her fingernails make 
patterns in my hair, and then I open my mouth as wide as 
it'll go and suck on her whole damn pussy. I suck and lick at 
the same time, the feeling causing Lilah to start moaning 
more loudly, and then a scream explodes from the back of 
her throat and she starts bucking her hips, grinding, the 
screams beginning to cut off as she struggles to catch her 
breath. 


I can feel it inside of her, a thousand tiny signals adding up 
to tell me she’s about to gush all over my face. 


I lick her faster, preparing myself for the taste, the feel of 
her juices in my mouth. 


I need it. 


I need to swallow every fucking tangy drop she has to give 
me, letting me know how wet her pussy is, how ready she is 
for my cock and my dominating seed. 


“Ah,” she says, voice catching completely, her moans 
turning hollow. 


But there’s nothing hollow about the gyrating movements 
of her body, her hips moving up and down, up and down, 
over and over as she grinds her pussy against my mouth. 


I gulp in big movements, swallowing the biting taste of it, 
my cock getting somehow harder as though her juices are 
filling it along with my pumping seed. 


“T need you right now,” I growl, standing up and grabbing 
for my pants. “I can’t wait another fucking—” 


But then the buzzer cuts through the house, the buzzer I 
had installed because the doorbell was too quiet. 


“Shit,” I mutter, knowing who it is and also knowing how I 
forgot. 


It’s Lilah. 


She could make me forget a burning building with that 
sensual body and those kissable lips, her pussy glistening 
even brighter now. 


“What is it?” 
“The police,” I sigh. “They’ll want our statements.” 


“Oh, yeah,” she murmurs, shaking her head. “I can’t believe 
we just spaced out on that.” 


“I can,” I say. “But come on. Let’s go and get this over with.” 


I lift her to her feet and wrap my arm around her shoulder, 
holding her close, willing my manhood to deflate before I 
get to the front door. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


L, ilah 


The next day, I sit at my desk in my bedroom with the script 
laid out before me, staring at the lines as my chest rises and 
falls like there’s a freaking creature in there. 


That was by far the best solo line-reading I’ve ever had, the 
lines coming from me passionately and fluidly, and yet 
without the melodrama that sometimes marks my work. 


The knowledge that this is inextricably linked with Dominic 
smashes into me and I know it’s true, because the scene 
was one in which my character is mourning a lover, and 
being apart from Dom this past night and day has been just 
like that. 


After giving the statement to the police, fate conspired 
against us again when Dom was called back in to work. I 
saw the uncertainty wavering across his features, but in the 
end, we both knew he had to go in. 


There were lives to save. 


I stood on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around him, 
bringing my lips to his and trying to quiet that niggling 
inside of me that told me this was all going to crash and 
burn just like the theater, collapse all around us and 
become a charred husk. 


The police have Dom’s security footage and they’ve been 
made aware of the situation with Craig, but in the 
meantime, there’s nothing they can do about it, and Dom 
made me promise not to go anywhere on my own until 
everything is sorted. 


I sigh and stand up, walking over to the window and looking 
down at Mom in the backyard. 


She’s a flash of billowing summer dress, multicolored, her 
hair streaming down her back with a bandana folded and 
tied in a strip across her forehead. 


She’s at her birdhouse, clicking her tongue quietly as a 
smile spreads across her lips, causing her mouth to quirk as 
she talks in her own made-up language to the birds. 


The problem with being at home is that it brings the 
thundering reality crashing down on my head. 


Dom has claimed me and I want him, need him - my womb 
is screaming out for him like a Viking maiden - and yet he’s 
also Dad’s best friend and a friend of the family. 


I turn away from the window and return to the desk, 
dropping into the swivel chair and spinning around twice, 
my thoughts spinning along with my body. 


Last night, as Mom and Dad and I sat around the dinner 
table, Dad smelling of the construction site and Mom 
smelling of the natural homemade shower gel she used, and 
the smell of her meatloaf undercutting all of it - just 


another home scene like a gazillion from my childhood - 
Dad turned to me with an innocent look on his face. 


“So, how was the drive with Dom?” 


I stared at him for a few long minutes, or at least what felt 
like long minutes. It must’ve only been a moment or two but 
time seemed to stretch as I studied my father’s face, 
searching it for any sign that he somehow knew what had 
happened, what we’d done. 


What we’d become. 


I wondered if I’d be able to encompass it all over meatloaf, 
telling him about Dom claiming me, and that we’d been 
intimate, about Craig re-entering my life with his stalker’s 
ways. 


And all in the space of one morning. 


Would he even believe me or would he think the fire had 
somehow messed with my mind? 


“Tt was fine,” I said noncommittally. 


“He’s a good man,” Dad went on, spearing a forkful of the 
loaf. “I just wish he’d settle down.” 


“Oh, Mark,” Mom said, shaking her head slowly. “You’re 
such a traditionalist. Why should he settle down if he’s 


happy?” 


“Because he wants to settle down,” Dad said, passion in his 
words. “It'd be one thing if he didn’t want to, Jess, fine. I 
understand that. But he wants to. But he’s just holding out 
for this ridiculous idea of what meeting a woman will be 
like.” 


“Wait a second,” Mom said slyly, reaching across the table 
and nudging him. “Are you trying to tell me we don’t have a 


perfect, love-at-first-sight, Hollywood relationship?” 


“No, of course not, sweetness,” Dad said sarcastically, 
adding saccharine slickness to his voice. “We're the 
exception.” 


I gripped my fork so hard I felt it jabbing into my hand, part 
of me wanting to scream that what Dom wanted wasn’t 
unrealistic, because we had it. We freaking had it. And 
nothing was going to change that. 


But I didn’t. I just chewed my food quietly and let their 
conversation drift around me. 


Now, I look down at my script again with a ray of sunlight 
shining on the movie posters on the wall, my bookshelf with 
my romance and thriller novels, plus some classics and 
some movie scripts. 


I almost leap when my cell phone vibrates against the desk, 
making a wooden-plastic grrrr noise. 


I sigh and reach for it, expecting it to be Cassie crying and 
apologizing again, or maybe one of the other actors 
wanting to go over their lines on Skype. 


When I see that it’s Dom’s number, exchanged last night 
before we left each other, something warm flutters in my 
chest, a butterfly with glowing wings. 


I answer and bring the phone to my ear, instinctively 
lowering my voice as though Mom and Dad are lurking 
outside my room, ready to leap out and catch me talking to 
Dad’s best friend. 


“T wanted to call earlier,” Dom says, sounding tired and like 
he needs to sleep, and briefly I get an image of a lion who’s 
spent days protecting his territory collapsing in the shadow 
of a tree under the sun-blazed Savannah. 


My lion. 


“Work was damn busy,” he says. “It’s just been one of those 
nights. But I needed to call you, Lilah. I’ve been thinking 
about you nonstop, ever since we left each other. Let me 
take you to dinner tonight.” 


“Yes,” I say, like a complete dork, my assent coming like a 
reflex. “I mean, maybe...” 


He chuckles deeply. “Are you really going to try and act coy 
now?” 


“Maybe I’m not acting,” I say, my smile spreading 
inexorably across my face. “Maybe I’m actually having 
second thoughts.” 


I can hear his bantering smirk through the phone. 
“Well, in that case, I’ll make it a dinner for one.” 
“What, you’ll sit in a restaurant all by yourself?” 


“That was my life before you, Lilah,” he says. “And I was 
ready to make it my life for a good long while, too. But you 
changed me. If I have to go back to the way things were 
before, it’ll kill me, but...” 


“Hey,” I giggle. “Don’t make this serious. And don’t pretend 
it'd do anything but kill you.” 


“You got me there,” he says. “So stop playing games with 


n 


me. 
“Dinner sounds nice, Dom.” 


“Nice?” he says, bantering again. “Is that really the best 
you got, my little actor queen?” 


“Oh, sorry,” I laugh. “Let me try again.” 


I stand up and wave my hand in the air dramatically, even 
though he can’t see me, and then start cocking my head 
from side to side as though I’m an angry housewife on a 
reality show. 


“T’m so excited I think I’m going to burst. No, no, I actually 
am bursting. I’m going to die. Help me. Call 9-1-1. I’m 
dying of excitement.” 


I feel myself glowing as Dom’s laughter comes through the 
phone, deep and confident. 


“Goddamn,” he says. “That’s exactly what a man needs after 
a shift like the one I’ve just had. And since you’ve shown 
just how excited you really are now, I'll take you to the best 
restaurant in town.” 


“But what if...” 


I trail off, wandering to the window, Mom’s dress the only 
thing I can see as she leans into the birdhouse. 


“What if somebody who knows your dad sees us?” Dom 
asks, reading me. 


“Yeah.” 


He sighs. “I want to tell him today,” he says. “You know 
that.” 


I swallow, the lump in my throat large and difficult to shift. 


Yesterday, before he left me to go to work, he said we were 
telling Dad the second he got off work. 


But I made him promise that he wouldn’t, not without my 
permission. 


It would be too devastating an impact, a collision I’m not 
sure we could recover from. 


But then, what’s the alternative? 


“Not today,” I whisper fiercely, buying time and little else. 
“Let’s just be Dom and Lilah today, okay? Please?” 


He sighs breathily, his voice a deep rumble, and I can read 
so much in that noise alone. 


He wants to be out in the open and tell Dad. 
He doesn’t want to skulk around. 


But, at the same time, his respect for me is as fierce as his 
desire, and - for me - he’ll wait. 


“We won’t be able to hide it forever, Lilah,” he says. “But 
I’m not going to do this without your permission. I’ll get us 
a booth at the restaurant. It’ll give us some privacy.” 


“And Ill make it up to you by wearing the sexiest dress I 


own,” I say, a sudden passion gripping me when I 
remember the wet closeness of yesterday. 


“Lilah, you could come wrapped in a goddamn blanket, and 
you'd still be the hottest woman in Miami.” 


“Of course I would,” I giggle. “It’s freaking boiling out 
there.” 


Even if it’s not that funny, our emotions surge through the 
phone toward each other, and before we know it we’re both 
laughing like crazy people. 


It’s the best feeling in the world. 


CHAPTER NINE 


D ominic 


I sit in the upper floor of the restaurant, my gray suit 
clinging to my body, cool and relaxed after a long, long shift 
and a shower. 


Thoughts of the minor disagreement with Lilah flame inside 
me like the fires I’m trained to tame, and yet I can’t tame 
this one. 


It spreads until my whole body is burning and everything is 
urging me to do something to douse it, to fix it. But the 
problem with fixing it is that it would mean going against 
Lilah’s word, and I refuse to do that. We mean too much to 
each other - she’s going to be the mother of my children - 
for us to build our foundation on deception. 


I close my eyes and take a breath, reminding myself tonight 
isn’t about Mark, or the secrecy, or any of that tangled shit. 


Tonight is about us. 


I glance across the restaurant from my booth in the upper 
corner, our floor completely sealed off for a considerable 


fee I’d happily pay twice over, and study the chandeliers 
and the waiters moving around like busy faceless butlers. 
Soft jazz plays and women laugh with their heads tipped 
back, men forking steak, everybody in suits and dresses 
that sparkle and glitter. 


But there’s nobody in this restaurant, in this city, in the 
world, as eye catching as the woman the host is now 
leading over to where I sit. 


Lilah is wearing a form-hugging silver dress that matches 
the earrings twinkling like stars at her ears. The material is 
the sort that drives me to feral possessive thoughts, 
hugging her so intimately I can’t help but imagine it in my 
hand, sliding in all the same places, claiming, taking. 


I stand up and nod briefly to the host, and then walk around 
the table and stand close to her, breathing in the scent of 
her flowery perfume, eyeing her cascading blonde hair that 
falls in waves down her shoulders. 


“Is it too much?” she says, her eye makeup dark and 
striking, her cheeks coated in a subtle layer that only 
enhances her natural beauty. “It’s too much, isn’t it?” 


“No,” I growl, shaking my head firmly. “ You look incredible, 
Lilah. You look absolutely perfect.” 


I touch her hips, but only lightly. Any firmer and this beast 
inside of me that needs feeding, and feeding from her and 
nobody else, would take over and I wouldn’t be able to 
control myself. 


I guide her to her side of the booth and then lean down, 
kissing her once on the forehead, and then force myself to 
back away before my manhood rocket-ships out of my 
zipper and into her sex. 


She tilts her head at me as I sit opposite, batting her 
eyelashes, made long and jet black by the makeup. 


“I was so nervous when applying all this,” she says. “I 
normally only ever wear makeup on stage. This feels ... I 
don’t know.” 


“T like it,” I tell her firmly. “But then again, I think you’re 
gorgeous without it, too. So don’t feel like you have to make 
this effort every day. I’ll take you any way you come, as long 
as you're you, Lilah.” 


She giggles, shaking her head. 
“T mean it,” I tell her. 


“Thank you,” she says. “Sorry. I guess I just laugh when I’m 
nervous sometimes. You look very handsome, Dom, as 
usual.” 


Now it’s my turn to laugh, splitting my teeth in a wolf’s grin. 


“Don’t feel like you have to return my compliments,” I say. 
“But if I look good, I’m glad, because it means you'll be even 
hornier when I take you to bed later.” 


“Dom,” she laughs. “We’re in public.” 
I hold my hands up. “Okay, okay, Illl be good.” 


“Although, it is very quiet in here.” She cranes her neck to 
look around the second floor. “Wait ... there’s nobody ...” 
She spins back to me. “You didn’t, did you?” 


I shrug. “ You said you wanted privacy.” 


“But this is the most expensive, exclusive restaurant in 
town.” 


“Yes,” I tell her. “It is. And it’s still not good enough for my 
queen.” 


“Queen, hmm? And what does that make you?” 


“Just your lowly peasant,” I say, laughing deeply. “Just 
somebody who prays, every day of his miserable life, for you 
to look my way.” 


“Ha ha,” she says, rolling her eyes in the cutest way ever. 
“That’s soooo funny. Not. Don’t act like you couldn’t get any 
woman in here if you wanted.” 


“T don’t want them,” I say. “I want you. Forever. Would you 
like a drink?” 


“Yes, sure,” she says. 
“Non-alcoholic champagne?” I ask. 
“You read my mind.” 


My lips twitch and I wave for the waiter, my chest infusing 
with warmth when I realize how well this is going. 


“Don’t you want the real stuff, though?” Lilah asks once 
we’ve ordered drinks. “Don’t feel like you have to be good 
on my account.” 


“T don’t drink,” I say. 
“What, ever?” 
“Very rarely. I drank at...” 


I cut off when it hits me, what I’m about to say, how I’m 
going to lasso the giant elephant we’ve decided to ignore 
and drag it into this moment. 


“My parents’ wedding?” she guesses. 


I nod. “Yeah, that’s what I was going to say. Because it turns 
out I’m a jackass and intent on ruining this moment.” 


She reaches across the table and slaps my arm playfully. 


“Stop, Dom,” she says, her confidence blossoming more and 
more each moment. “Everybody makes a little faux pas now 
and then.” 


“Ooh, faux pas,” I say. “Didn’t realize I was on a date with a 


“Queen?” she smiles, cocking an eyebrow. 
“Ah, you’ve got me. Of course you’re a queen.” 
“Tf I’ve got you, does that mean—” 

“T’ve got you. You better count on it.” 


The waiter brings the champagne and pours, Lilah giving 
me a dramatic oh-my-God look across the table as the liquid 
sparkles to the rim of the glass that almost has me laughing 
like a goddamn loon. 


Watching the more outrageous and charismatic parts of her 
personality shine through the nervousness is like the sun 
through clouds, shining on me with the same life-giving 
warmth. 


After ordering our food - starters, mains, and desserts, 
feasts for both of us because neither of us is on a diet - she 
picks up her glass and swills it, pinkie stuck right up in the 
air. 


“T feel like such a lady,” she smiles, voice pitched high and 
dramatic. 


“That’s because you are,” I tell her seriously. “You’re my 
lady.” 


“So let me get this straight,” she says, dropping the fake 
voice. “We’re having babies?” 


a Yep a 


“Lots of them?” 
She’s smiling and I can’t help but smirk to high heavens. 
“Yep,” I chuckle. 


“Okay,” she says, nodding slowly. “I think I can get on board 
with that. I mean, I’ve always wanted to be a mother... one 
day. But when we’re together, Dom, I don’t know.” She 
takes a sip of the non-alcoholic fizz. “It just feels so right. It 
feels like I want them now. Like there’s this force inside of 
me calling out to me. I know it will sound silly, but 
sometimes I think it’s my ... Oh, God, are you sure this is 
non-alcoholic?” 


I reach across the table and take her hand, squeezing it 
softly. 


“You don’t have to be scared with me,” I tell her. “You don’t 
have to be ashamed. None of that. I’m not that Craig 
bastard.” 


The thought occurs to me that I should tell her what I learnt 
about this Craig stalker, that, unbelievably, I’ve actually met 
him before. But I don’t want to bring our night to a 
crashing halt. 


I will tell her, of course, but later, once we’re done falling 
that little bit more in love. 


Love. 


Jesus, it hits me in the chest like shrapnel, spreading and 
biting. 


Love, love. 
Is it possible? 


And then the answer comes, just as sudden. 


Of course it’s fucking possible. 


This is Lilah we’re talking about, the girl from the flames, 
the girl who stole my heart the moment I saw her wreathed 
in otherworldly smoke and felt the child bearing beauty of 
her perfect plus size body. 


But I hold it back, unwilling to scare her. 


“T feel like it’s my womb,” she says, giggling. “But I know 
that makes no sense. It’s not talking to me, is it? That’s just 
crazy.” 


“Why?” I say, passion flaring. “People used to listen to their 
instincts in the past. If your womb is giving you messages, 
and my seed is roaring out those same messages, why 
should we feel stupid about listening to them?” 


“Wait,” she says, squeezing my hand. “You feel the same? 
I’m not crazy.” 


“Oh, you’re crazy,” I tell her. “But so am I.” 


She tips her head back and laughs, a long, sweet sound that 
rises over the music and the more civilized tittering of the 
other women who - even when tipping their heads back - 
laugh in an artificial way, carefully calculated never to 
offend. 


Then she brings her hand to her mouth. 
“Oh, God,” she says. “I sound like such a dork, don’t I?” 


“No,” I say with passion. “You sound like the woman of my 
dreams. Now, where is that waiter with the starter? I’m 
starving.” 


“Something tells me you’re not talking about the food,” she 
says, eyes glimmering. 


“No,” I say firmly. “I’m not. I’m still fucking starving. For 


n 


you. 


CHAPTER TEN 


L, ilah 


The hotel suite is like something out of a movie with a four 
poster bed in the center, the curtains pulled back to show a 
view of the Miami sea and the sun glistening as it settles 
over the horizon, orange and red and green rays clashing 
together like the fire that brought us together. 


I sink back into Dom’s embrace, feeling his arms wrap 
around me and his body tense against mine, solid and 
immovable, something I can always count on. 


Mine. 
And I’m his. 
And I wouldn’t have it any other way. 


“What are you thinking about?” he whispers, breath warm 
against my ear. 


“Us,” I say. “What about you?” 


“Pm just thinking about you, Lilah,” he growls, turning 
more savage and animalistic with each moment. “And how 


it’s been about five goddamn minutes since we stepped in 
here and I haven’t ravaged you yet.” 


A thrill sizzles through me and I turn in his embrace, 
looking up into his smoldering eyes as they devour me, 
staring down, his lips tight as he stares and stares. 


“What are you waiting—” 


I cry out when he whisks me off my feet, carrying me with 
ease to the four poster bed and tossing me onto my back. 


I bounce up and down on the mattress and mock pout at 
him. 


“You’re crazy,” I say. “Didn’t I tell you, I’m just a naive 
virgin? You shouldn’t be treating me like this?” 


Something has happened to me, an injection of confidence 
boiling through me with Dom’s presence, something 
beautiful inflaming me. The idea that I don’t have to be 
afraid and shy anymore grips me and shakes me, telling me 
it’s true, that with Dom I can just be. 


“If you keep talking like that,” Dom says, his suit jacket 
chucked over the back of a chair and his arms bulging in his 
dark blue shirt, his top buttons already undone to show his 
muscled chest. “I don’t think I’ll be able to take this slow 
like I planned.” 


“Come here,” I whisper, some of the old nerves returning. 
“Kiss me. Please.” 


“Fucking hell,” he growls. “How could I say no to that? You 
look delicious, Lilah, and I’m going to devour every inch of 


n 


you. 


He reaches down and grabs me by the ankles, pulling me 
smoothly across the silk sheets to him and then reaching 


down and grabbing my dress, slipping it over my head and 
tossing it to the floor. 


I lie there in my underwear, something like shame pricking 
at me for the barest second before I see his face, the way it 
twists into carnal desire. 


He leaps atop me and in the tangle of our limbs we find 
each other’s lips, his hands sliding down between our close 
pressed bodies and palming my sex. 


He grabs my panties and pulls them down and then, with an 
animal grunt, he yanks them and they snap loudly. 


I lean back, staring at him, my whole body alive with the 
volcanic moment. 


His eyes are honed to laser points and as he stares, I feel 
something awakening inside of me, a deeper kind of desire 
than I’ve ever known before. 


It’s like my womb really is hammering on the walls of my 
consciousness now, trying to scream at me to take him, take 
every last drop. 


“T need to be inside of you,” he groans, voice shaking as he 
reaches down for his belt. “I can’t tease you. I can’t take it 
Slow. I feel like I’ll explode if I don’t shove my hot wet cock 
into your soaked pussy right now, Lilah.” 


I don’t reply with words. 


Instead, I dart down with my hand and find his belt, and 
then loosen it and throw it aside for him. I grab his button 
and fiddle with his zipper. And then his manhood springs 
out of his pants, erupting from his underwear and coming 
to rest with precome slickness on my clit, so achingly close 
to my entrance another wave of wetness gushes from me. 


I gaze down and stare at him, no idea exactly how big he is, 
but knowing he’s big. 


Huge. 
Bigger than I ever dreamed a man’s privates would be. 


I reach down and grab his shaft, stunned by how hot he is, 
like his seed is as fiery as the building he saved me from. 


“Fuck,” he snarls. “Stroke it, baby. Get it wet with my 
precome.” 


“Like this?” I moan, sliding my hand to his tip and then 
down again, getting slicker with each motion, his eyes 
blazing and his body so tense I feel like he could snap. 


“Jesus fucking Christ,” he growls, propping himself up with 
one arm and reaching down with his other hand, grabbing 
his cock and guiding it to my entrance. 


I gasp when the head strokes against my hole, stunned by 
how gigantic he feels, like a barge come to ram me in. 


For a terrified moment, the thought strikes me that I won’t 
be able to take him, that all of this is going to have been for 
nothing. 


I want to scream as the notion enters my mind. 


But then I grip his shoulders and squeeze down on his 
muscles through his shirt, and then slide my hands to his 
exposed chest and run my fingernails down him, and I know 
I’m ready. 


This is right. 
And I want all of him. 


“God, you’re tight,” he groans, sliding inside of me, a 
burning spear gliding into my lips and so deep I can hardly 


believe it. “You’re perfect. You feel fucking perfect.” 


I open my legs and dig my fingernails into his chest, staring 
into his twisted features as he gazes down at me, his eyes 
hard. 


There’s a brief stinging inside of me and then, all at once, a 
torrential gushing that feels like a release, a relaxing, and 
then something otherworldly takes hold of my pussy, filling 
me with heavenly heat. 


I gasp as the pleasure hammers into me, Dom sliding his 
cock out and arching his powerful back, fueled by the fury 
of his seed and his desire to drive a child into my belly. 


I feel my womb screaming out in celebration with each 
thrust, my lips grinding wetly against his shaft, our eyes 
locked on each other as we sink effortlessly into a rhythm 
all our own. 


“You’re so big, Dom,” I moan. 


“You feel perfect,” he growls. “My perfect queen with her 
perfect pussy. And we’re only getting started.” 


With a swipe of his paw, he tears my bra free and my 
breasts spill out. 


His eyes flame and he leans down, still fucking me all the 
while, as I pump my hips in time with his movements and 
dig my fingernails even harder into his skin, feeling him. 


He sucks on my nipple, inhaling so that almost half my 
breast suckers into his mouth. And then he attacks my 
nipple with his tongue like he did my clit yesterday, moving 
it around and side to side, making it tingle so sharply I feel 
like I’m going to float through the freaking ceiling. 


He grabs my other breast and I move my hands through his 
hair and over his back, the whole bed screeching now as 


our lust erupts in a series of pounding motions. 


Over and over, he fucks our child into me, and I slide down 
his cock wondering how I was ever a virgin, how I’ve never 
done this with him before. 


It feels so right, so perfect, so us. 


“I need to see that ass,” Dom growls, gripping me by the 
waist and flipping me around. 


I arch my back, looking over my shoulder at him and 
pushing my hips out in a way I pray he likes, feeling my 
gushing sex opening up for him, pressing backwards. 


I make urgent signals with my eyes, opening them wide to 
let him know I want it hard, hard and fast. I want it now. 


I’m dying for his massive cock. 


I think he can read my eyes because something trembles 
through him, his whole body shaking as he plants one hand 
on my ass cheek and guides himself back to my hole with 
the other. 


“Back it up, Lilah,” he groans. 


“Like this, baby?” I moan, gliding backward, his cock sliding 
into me and his rock hard abs crushing into my ass cheeks. 


“Fuck,” he growls, squeezing onto my cheek, massaging, 
palming. “That’s it. I can feel your womb, Lilah. I can feel 
how desperately you want my seed.” 


“So bad,” I cry. “I need it.” 
“Oh, fuck,” he groans. “Keep saying that.” 


I moan it out loud over and over, my words driving us both 
closer to a shared explosion, he grabs my ass cheeks and 
pounds me into the bed. 


I reach back and clutch onto his shirt, and then slide my 
hand underneath and feel the rippling muscles, every inch 
of him aimed at me to bring me to— 


I gasp and my eyes snap shut as though wanting to focus 
everything I have on the feeling inside of me, the massive 
head of his cock pounding into a spot I never even knew 
was there, a spot so deep I’m stunned he can even reach it. 


Everything freezes and I can’t even moan anymore, my 
words cutting short as hands of pleasure wrap around me 
and hold me tight. 


I bounce harder, fiercer, sliding down and slamming my ass 
against his belly. 


He meets me halfway and that stinging kissing middle point 
is like a firework going off again and again. 


The orgiastic wave crashes through me with the force of a 
tsunami, making my belly hot and tingly, my toes curling, 
everything a furious mass of euphoria. 


I open my eyes as my sex goes tight and my thick white 
cream squirts down his cock, his eyes fixated on his cock 
sliding into me, his mouth twisted sideways in his own 
brutal pleasure. 


“Fuck, it’s all over your ass,” he groans, taking more of my 
come and making my ass wet with it, wet and hot. “I’m so 
close—” 


“Do it,” I gasp. “I want your seed. I need your seed. Do it, do 
it—" 


My words are cut short as he lets out a warrior’s roar, my 
scream answering a second later, joining in the air and 
clashing together like a declaration. 


He collapses atop me, his sweat soaked shirt pressing flush 
against my back so that I can feel every tremor in his body, 
every tensing and every twisting of his gnarled muscles. 


His cock pulses and I can feel his seed flowing into me, 
endless waves of him shooting inside of me, and my womb 
laps it all up greedily, gasping with how much he fires. 


We stay like that for a long time, both of us panting as we 
try to recover from the best moment of our lives. 


And then Dom rolls aside and hugs me close to him, a smirk 
on his face as he glances down and sees the petal of 
crimson on the bed, proof that I’m his, that he claimed me. 


For the first time. 
“That was...” 
“Amazing?” he offers. 


“That word doesn’t seem big enough,” I whisper, snuggling 
close to him, my sex aching coolly with the aftermath of our 
lovemaking. 


Lovemaking. 
Love. 
Is it too soon for such crazy thoughts? 


But then, this whole thing has been a crazy whirlwind of 
emotion and closeness. 


Perhaps there’s no such thing as too soon with us. 


But even if the desire to tell him is there, the desire not to 
bring this perfection crashing down is even stronger. 


So I just rest my head against his bulbous chest muscles 
and close my eyes, listening to the sound of his heartbeat 


and feeling it against my face. 
“T could stay here forever,” I whisper. 


Dom slides his hands through my hair, tucking a strand 
behind my ear. 


“So could I,” he murmurs. 


Later, with the Miami sun already set and the light wind 
making subtle whispering noises outside, we both get 
dressed and prepare to go down to the bar for drinks. 


“T want to celebrate,” Dom says, buttoning up his shirt and 
pulling on his suit jacket like armor, looking tall and 
confident and so sexy I feel my body responding just at the 
sight of him. 


“That sounds like a great idea,” I say with a thrill, wriggling 
into my dress. 


He turns around with a groan. 
I giggle. “What are you doing?” 


“If I keep looking at you, there’s no damn way we’re getting 
to the bar.” 


“Don’t be silly,” I say. “It’s not like you’re some wild, crazy 
animal... Oh, wait, that’s exactly what you are.” 


“Fuck it,” he growls, spinning and walking across the room. 


He brings his hands to my thighs and squeezes them, 
sliding his hands higher up my thighs and toward my sex. 
I’m not wearing panties and when his fingers brush against 
my clit, a sizzling force smashes through me, wiping away 
any notion that I’m sore. 


I bring my hand forward to his crotch, grabbing the thick 
outline of his manhood, already hard. 


“Are you sure you can handle it again?” he says with a 
smirk. 


“Oh, just try me,” I banter, cheeks flushing. 


He leans down for a kiss and I open my lips, nerves dancing 
on my tongue. 


But then the door crashes open and there’s a loud 
clattering noise. 


Glass breaks and Dom steps away, glancing toward the 
hallway, his fists already clenched. 


“What the fuck?” 
I scream when I see the gun. 


And who’s holding it. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


D ominic 


I immediately move so that Lilah is behind me, her scream 
ringing out in the suite as Craig steps into the room with a 
pistol, pointing it straight at us. 


The young, scared looking man from the fire truck has a 
frantic look in his eyes, licking his lips as he glances around 
the room. The gun trembles in his hand and, behind him, 
three thug looking bastards lurk, swollen motherfuckers 
with tight t-shirts and steroid infused bodies. 


“You ruined it,” Craig says, walking into the room. 


I feel Lilah flinch behind me, but I keep myself still, staring 
at him with fury blazing through my body. The desire to 
twist this man’s neck right off his head strikes me, and 
strikes me hard. 


“T was supposed to save her,” he whispers, as his thugs walk 
in behind him, reeking of whiskey and cigarettes. “It was 
supposed to be me.” 


“What is he talking about?” Lilah whimpers. 


“He must have somehow tricked his way onto the fire 
service,” I growl, fists clenching. “And from the way he’s 
talking, it seems like he planned that fire at your theater, 
Lilah. I guess he wanted to save you.” 


He flinches and the barrel of the gun wavers. 
“It was supposed to be me,” he whines. 


His clothes are grimy and stained, and he moves with the 
jerky motions of somebody on stimulants. 


His thugs stare passively with the aura of paid men, ready 
to do violence when they need to. 


“You ... what?” Lilah gasps, trying to step around me to 
confront him. 


My respect for her fire and her sass soars, but there’s no 
damn way I’m going to let the future mother of my children 
put herself in harm’s way. 


I reach back and grab her by the hip, guiding her back 
behind me. 


“You weren’t going to save anyone, kid,” I snarl. “You were 
a scared little lamb on that truck. You weren’t going to doa 
damn thing.” 


“He joined the fire service and arranged a fire at the 
theater to try and...” 


Lilah trails off as the full force of the revelation crashes into 
her. 


“That’s sick, Craig. What the fuck is the matter with you?” 


“You really don’t remember me, do you?” he croaks, trying 
to look around me at Lilah, his hand twitching on the gun. 


I ready myself to take the bullet and to leap at him, saving 
Lilah even if it means dying myself. 


The idea that this rat is going to kill her twists me up inside. 
“You said you loved me,” he whines. 
“What?” Lilah snaps. “No I didn’t.” 


“You did,” he moans. “You were in kindergarten and I was 
in second grade, and your balloon was stuck in a tree, and I 
got it out for you and you said you loved me.” 


“You sick bastard,” I growl. “Little kids say all sorts of 
things. Have you really been holding onto that for all these 
years? Is that really your excuse?” 


He bites down and takes another step forward, and then 
another, getting closer and closer each moment. 


“You paid that girl to start the fire with those candles,” I 
growl. 


“Her mom is sick,” he says, shrugging. “I didn’t need to pay 
her. I had this.” 


He hefts the gun. 


“Craig, you’re disgusting,” Lilah snaps. “I never wanted 
anything to do with you. Do you understand me? I hate you. 
I’m with Dom now. We’re going to be together forever and 
there’s nothing you can do about it. Just leave me the hell 
alone.” 


He sighs, a note of something like sadness entering the 
noise. “I wish I could, but you’re mine, Lilah. We belong 
together. Boys, take her.” 


I glance at the thugs, one of them just as tall as me, his 
arms exploding with steroid infused strength from his t- 
shirt. 


“T wouldn’t do that,” I tell them firmly. “That’s really not a 
good idea.” 


I see a flicker of hesitation cross the man’s face as he steps 
forward, coming up so that he’s standing shoulder to 
shoulder with Craig, or would be if Craig wasn’t a foot 
shorter than him. 


“Just take her,” Craig sighs. “I’m tired of this game—” 


He yelps when I surge forward and grab the gun from his 
hand, wrenching his arm from the socket as he tries to hold 
onto it. 


There’s a crack noise when I smash the metal into his 
throat and then backhand him across the jaw, sending him 
sprawling into the wall, his face crashing into it and his 
body crumpling in upon itself as he collapses. 


I spin around and throw the gun at the man approaching 
me, catching him in the chin and then bouncing off of him 
and landing in the corner. 


He stumbles backward and then, like I expected, all three of 
them dive for the gun. 


I laugh like a Viking warrior in the midst of a berserker 
rage, falling upon them with looping punches. 


I catch one man in the jaw and another in the abdomen, 
causing his breath to wheeze in shakily. 


The remaining man picks up the gun and aims it at me, a 
vicious smile on his lips. He’s got a shock of red hair and a 
tattoo of bleeding barbed wire across his throat. 


“Enough games—” 


I just run at him. 


He tries to pull the trigger, but nothing happens, not even a 
click. 


“Its a replica, dumbass,” I growl, ducking under and then 
coming up with a devastating uppercut to the jaw. 


His head smashes into the wall, caving in so that tiny pieces 
of plasterboard float in the air like snow. 


I stand over them all, crumpled and broken on the floor, 
fists clenched and rage seething through me. 


“I dare one of you to move before the cops get here,” I 
growl. “That would really make me so fucking happy.” 


But they all lie where they are, groaning softly and 
clutching onto their injuries, which I know must be like 
thudding hammers because my fists are pulsating. 


I turn to find Lilah in the corner, already dialing 911 as she 
stares wide eyed at the scene. 


“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Craig right away,” I say. “I 
should have. I thought we’d have time. I didn’t know he’d 


“Hush,” she whispers, shaking her head. “You didn’t do 
anything wrong. I know you were going to tell me, Dom.” 


“T didn’t know about him arranging the fire,” I snarl, anger 
lancing into me when I repeat what this bastard did. “Just 
that I knew him from somewhere.” 


She smiles, her eyes kissing me with their intimacy, eyes I 
could spend the rest of my life - will spend the rest of my 
life - gazing into. 


“Thank you for defending me,” she says. 


“Always,” I whisper. 


“How did you know the gun was fake?” 


I chuckle grimly. “I’ve been around enough cops to tell the 
difference. Plus, the way he was holding it, how terrified the 
punk looked. You could tell. But you don’t have to be scared, 
Lilah. I’ll never let anything happen to you.” 


“Awh, how cute,” Craig says, rolling over and trying to sit 
up. “I think I’m going to—” 


I dart across the room and stand over him, fists curled so 
hard my knuckles turn bone white, ready to smack the 
words out of him if he decides he wants to talk some more. 


But, suddenly, he has nothing else to say. 


We spend the night at the police station, giving our 
statements, and then at my place where we just hold each 
other in bed. 


I wrap my arms around her and pull her close, smelling the 
scent of her hair, her neck, her everything, feeling her 
womb infusing this moment, feeling my seed inside of her, 
making a home there. 


“Do you really think you can feel it?” she whispers, 
wriggling against me as we spoon, her ass grinding against 
my manhood. 


“T can feel something,” I groan, pushing against her. 


She giggles and touches my hand, pressing it closer to her 
belly, the warmth of her womb making us both hot and fiery. 


“I can’t believe how messed up Craig is,” she murmurs. 
“He’s a freaking lunatic.” 


“He won't be able to hurt you from prison,” I assure her, 
kissing her neck, making her tilt her head and sigh 
breathily in a way that sends urgent take-her signals to my 
manhood. 


“Thank you, Dom,” she says. 


“Did you think I was going to let him take you?” I whisper. 
“You’re mine, Lilah, and mine alone. I’d die before I let that 
piece of shit even get close to you. And that’s why...” 


“What?” she whispers, when I trail off. 
I love you. 


“That’s why we need to tell your family. Because I’m 
starting to think you might be pregnant. And even if you’re 
not right now, you will be, soon. We can’t keep our 
relationship in the shadows anymore. We have to tell Mark.” 


She tenses against me, and then, a moment later, delates 
with a shuddering breath. 


“You’re right,” she whispers, hugging closer to me. “But 
can we just stay like this, just for a little while?” 


“Yes,” I say, wrapping her in my arms, a protective shield 
that I’ll never let drop. 


Because I love this woman more than life itself. 


And yet, for some twisted reason, the words won’t rise on 
my lips. 


So I just hold her as the sun rises and bathes the room 
purple red. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


L, ilah 


We sit in the backyard near Mom’s birdhouse, the birds 
fluttering around inside, their wings seeming oddly loud in 
the silence that exists between the five of us. 


Dad reaches for his beer and then lets his hand drop, the 
smell of the construction site like brick dust in the air, his 
gnarled, hard-worked hands on the edge of the table. Mom 
leans back in her flowing summer dress, her hair a tangled 
mountain atop her head, a subtle smile on her lips. 


Part of me wonders if Mom guesses where this is going, her 
eyes gleaming, and maybe she doesn’t wholly disapprove. 


Finn scratches his tattooed arm and yawns, but his eyes 
never leave Dom, narrowing to slits. 


Dom has just said, “We’ve got something to tell you, 
something important, something life changing.” 


And now they’re all just staring, waiting, and yet surely 
there must be some indication of what’s going on by how 
close Dom and I are sitting, and by the fact that Dom 


brought me home this morning in his sport’s car... in last 
night’s clothes. 


My body is still reeling from the confrontation with Craig, 
knowing that he’s in prison and there’s almost zero chance 
of him escaping trial brings a fluttering release to my chest. 


Finally, it’s over. 
And I can just be with Dom, the man I love. 


I swallow the L-word and focus on the moment, on the way 
Dad’s face contorts in impatience and he waves a hand. 


“Well?” he snaps. “Don’t keep us waiting, Dom. Because it 
seems pretty damn clear to me that something strange is 
going on here. Something really fucking strange.” 


“Mark,” Mom _ chastises. “There’s no need to get 
aggressive.” 


“Isn’t there?” Dad yells, leaning forward and staring at 
Dom. “Say it, buddy. Say what you came here to say.” 


“T don’t want to fight with you,” Dom says slowly. “But it 
seems like you’ve already guessed. Lilah and I—” 


“We're together, Dad,” I say quickly, sitting up straighter 
and looking him in the eye. 


The girl I was before, the girl who let paranoid thoughts tell 
her that Dom would never be interested, maybe she’d slink 
away and skirt around the issue. 


But what we have is too big and important to be treated like 
that. 


“And it’s the real thing,” I go on, staring into Dad’s gob- 
smacked face, his eyes flitting here and there as though 
searching for a punchline. 


And then settling on me, when it crashes down on him that 
there isn’t one. 


“What the fuck are you talking about?” he snaps. 


“Yeah,” Finn echoes, sitting up and shooting daggers at 
Dom. “You were in a fire a few days ago. And now what? 
Now you’re together? What does that even mean? You 
fucked, is that it?” 


“Finn,” Mom snaps, spinning on him so that her dress 
flutters cape-like. Her birds flutter a chorus from the house, 
as though sensing her mood. “That’s your little sister you’re 
talking about. Show some respect.” 


“Well, what is going on then?” Dad yells, standing up and 
leaning over the table, his lips trembling as he stares at 
Dom. 


“I know it’s a lot for you to take in,” Dom says, meeting 
Dad’s gaze with an aura of calmness. “I don’t expect you to 
accept it immediately. But you know how I’ve always said I’d 
just know when I met the woman I’d want to spend the rest 
of my life with? Well, I did meet her, in a burning building 
shrouded in smoke, I met her.” 


“And he saved me,” I go on, reaching across the table and 
clutching Dom’s hand, ignoring the jack hammering in my 
chest when I see how Dad’s lips are twisted into more 
severe patterns. “Dad, I know this is hard for you. But we’re 
meant for each other.” 


“Meant for...” 


He shakes his head slowly, but keeps his eyes pinned on 
Dom the entire time. 


“Why are you doing this?” he says. “Have I ever done 
anything like this to you, Dom? Ever? Would I even fucking 


dream of it?” 


“No,” Dom mutters. “But I think you’ve got this wrong. This 
isn’t a fling. We belong together, Mark.” 


He gives my hand a squeeze and warmth whispers up my 
arm, just then a white cloud parting to reveal a shaft of 
sunlight on the spotted oak of the table. 


Finn makes a tsk noise and stands up next to Dad, glaring 
at Mom. 


“What, are you okay with this?” he snaps. 


“T am, actually,” Mom says, tossing her head, glaring at my 
brother and dad. “It might’ve escaped your notice, but it 
hasn’t escaped mine. Lilah is an adult and fit to make her 
own decisions. And, well, just look at them. Any idiot could 
see that they’re crazy about each other.” 


Dad turns to the yard as if there’s a crowd there who'll 
share his outage, and then turns back to us, his eyes 
fixating on mine and Dom’s hands together on the table. 


For a moment, he just stares. 
And then, whip-fast, he turns and strides for the house. 
“Where are you going?” Mom calls after him. 


“Out,” he shouts. “And I want those two gone by the time I 
get back.” 


“Dad, wait,” I say, standing. 
“Give him time,” Mom says quietly. “He’ll come around.” 


“Finn?” I whisper, staring up at my big brother, at his gaunt 
face and his sharp eyes. “This isn’t some crazy thing. This 
isn’t a fling. It’s not a one night stand. It’s the real thing. I 


swear. Remember when we were kids and I used to talk 
about my Prince Charming, and you called me a big dork?” 


He smiles, just for a second, and a light laugh escapes his 
lips. 


“Yeah, yeah, and you were a big dork.” 


“Well,” I whisper, tears pricking my eyes as Dad slams the 
front door and his car growls in the driveway. “I’ve found 
him. I’ve found the man of my dreams. And I’m not letting 
him go. I can’t.” 


Finn bites his lip and then walks closer to the table, leaning 
down. 


“Is this for real, Mr. Dallison?” he says. “I’ve known you my 
whole life and you always seemed like a good man. You’re a 
firefighter even when you don’t have to be. Dad’s always 
made a big deal out of that. And I guess it’s pretty cool. But 
this is my little sister we’re talking about.” 


“This is the real thing, kid,” Dom says, passion making his 
words husky. “I... I’d never do anything to hurt her.” 


My heart shimmers and seems to skip. 
Diack 

And then the pause. 

I love her. 

Is that what he was going to say? 

“And you’re happy, sis?” Finn asks. 
“Happier than happy,” I say. “ Ecstatic.” 


Finn’s lips twitch. “Then I guess, when you get right down 
to it, it’s not really my place to tell you how to live your life, 


is it? But just know, Mr. Dallison - Dominic - if you hurt her, 
there’s going to be problems.” 


Dom nods and stands up, offering Finn his hand. 


“I'm glad she has a brother like you looking out for her,” he 
says. “But that’s never going to be a problem. I’ll protect 
Lilah and what we have until the day I die.” 


Finn takes his hand and shakes it, and then he and Dom sit 
down, Dom moving his arm and wrapping it around me. I 
hug close to him, an inexorable smile spreading across my 
face until I remember the slam the door made when Dad 
left. 


“Do you think he’ll come around?” I whisper. 


“T hope so,” Mom says. “But I’ve never seen him like that 
before.” 


“No,” Dom mutters. “Mark’s always calm. Or, if he gets 
angry, he never storms off. I’ve never known him to do that. 
But he has to come around. There’s no other way. We’re the 
real thing, Jess, Lilah and me. And there’s nothing in this 
world that would make me sacrifice that.” 


“T feel the same,” I say, just in case Mom or Finn decide to 
make this a one sided thing. 


But both of them are smiling now, exchanging a look as if to 
say, Can you believe this? 


I look at Dom with the same message in my eyes, and he 
looks back, his eyes sparking, another message hidden 
within them. 


A secret message. 
Is it love? 


Is this love? 


I want to scream it at him, but this lunchtime has been even 
more complicated than I imagined it would, and, for once, 
I’m done with the drama. 


For now. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


D ominic 


Three days later, I wake to the scent of Lilah pushed right 
up against me, her body molded to mine like it was sculpted 
to melt into me. 


I bury my face in her hair and breathe deeply, smelling our 
sex from the night before, mixing with her shampoo and the 
tangy sweetness of her body’s smell. 


I grind my manhood against her ass, concealed sweetly in 
the short pajama bottoms, tempting slices of flesh urging 
me to open my eyes and throw the sheets away, revealing 
the beauty of her thick thighs. 


My mind flits to vivid images of grabbing them, squeezing 
her flesh, making her moan as her skin goose pimples and 
She lets out shivering sighs. 


“Tt’s today, isn’t it?” Lilah sighs, rolling over and facing me. 


I open my eyes and look into her face, that same O shape of 
her mouth, only now it’s not pleasure. 


Anxiety ripples through her features, the same anxiety that 
twists uncomfortably in my belly. 


I wish I could freeze time in this moment, or turn it back so 
that we could relive these peaceful three days over and 
over. Mark receded into the background, not wanting to 
speak to us, so in between Lilah’s line readings and my 
fireman shifts, we just fell into bed together. 


We lost ourselves in the steamy closeness of each other’s 
bodies, exploring every inch over and over. 


Or we'll go to restaurants and watch movies, her laughter 
like the sweetest balm after the longest, hottest day. 


The only thing dangling between us is Mark, his disapproval 
like a sour aftertaste following a perfect meal. 


“Tt’s today, right?” she says. “I didn’t dream it?” 


I sigh, moving closer to her, my shirtless torso grinding 
against her and my heartbeat immediately picking like an 
axe against a burning building, trying to break free, trying 
to tell her the fiery truth. 


“Tt’s today,” I murmur. “In about an hour, actually.” 


Last night, Mark texted me telling me he wanted to meet at 
the beach, near this wrecked hut we used to play in as kids. 
The hut has been replaced with a waterside restaurant now, 
and every so often we’ll go and eat there together, 
reminiscing about old times, laughing about how far we’ve 
come. 


We'll talk about how his family took me in after mine died in 
an electrical fire, how his parents were like guardians to me 
for four years, before I went off to join the fire service. 


I think about two nights ago, quietly recounting the exact 
way my parents died to Lilah. 


She held me close, tears in her eyes. 
“T’m so sorry you had to live through that,” she whispered. 


“Its okay,” I told her, stroking my hand down the back of 
her neck. “I have you now. And soon, we'll have a house full 
of laughter and children.” 


But now, there’s no putting this off. 


I roll away and climb out of bed, knowing that if I don’t, the 
temptation to just leap on Lilah and take her again and 
again will be too overwhelming. 


“T should go if I want to make it,” I say. 


“I can’t believe he specifically asked to see you alone,” she 
murmurs. “I’m so freaking nervous right now.” 


“Me too,” I admit, pulling on a shirt and slowly buttoning it. 
“But it’s going to be okay, Lilah. I promise.” 


She rises from the bed and walks over to me, the tight- 
fitting tank top combined with the shorts making her look 
curvaceous in the extreme, her ass an hour-glass bump that 
drives me feral. 


“How do you know?” she whispers. 


I grab her hips and pull her close, moving my mouth down 
to hers, tasting her sweetness. 


“Because it has to be,” I growl, kissing her again. 


I find Mark where I always find him in La Vista, leaning 
against the bar in his plaid shirt and his faded blue jeans, 
Sipping a beer straight from the bottle and staring up at the 
corner-mounted TV. 


I walk up next to him, glancing at the game and gesturing 
to the barman, who knows me. He starts pouring me a soda 
and brings it over. 


“Wanna get a table?” he says quietly. 
“Sure,” I say. “Don’t see why not.” 


We get our usual table in the upper corner, lending us a 
view of the Miami Sea, glittering in the morning blaze. The 
restaurant is mostly empty except for a few older folks 
enjoying breakfast and a cup of coffee. 


Mark sips his beer again. 


“T know, I know,” he says, squinting out at the horizon. “It’s 
early for beer.” 


“Pm not judging.” 
“Tt’s just that sort of conversation, you know?” 
My lips twitch into a smirk. “Like I said, I’m not judging.” 


He meets my eyes, and for a second his lips crease into a 
smile. “Jesus, Dom, how strange is this?” 


I chuckle. 
“Pretty damn strange,” I agree. 


He scratches the back of his head the same way he did 
when we were kids, when he was struggling to think of 
what to Say. 


“Do you remember when we brought that piece of shit sea 
kayak out here? We both climbed in and thought we were 
gonna get all the way to the horizon. But of course it had a 
hole in it, and we had to swim back to shore.” 


“I remember,” I say. “Those were good days.” 


“Sometimes, I miss them. A lot, actually.” 


A silence stretches between us and then he sighs, placing 
his builder’s hands on the table and staring at me. 


“Tell me the truth, old friend,” he says. “This thing you’ve 
got with Lilah. It’s real? It’s not a fling? You’re going to do 
right by her. I heard what happened in that hotel room, how 
you defended her from those men. I don’t know why you 
didn’t tell me right away.” 


“Maybe I didn’t want your decision to be skewed by that,” I 
say. “Maybe I didn’t want to manipulate you.” 


He nods shortly. “ Well?” 


“It’s the real thing, Mark. I love her. I love her a damn lot. I 
haven’t gotten around to telling her that yet. But it’s the 
truth. I love her and I want to spend the rest of my life with 
her. I don’t want to lose you as a friend. I can’t imagine my 
life without you. But if I had to, if it came to that...” 


“Its okay,” Mark whispers. “I get it, Dom. I get it. And does 
she love you?” 


I shake my head. “No idea. I hope so. I guess that’s what’s 
been holding me back from telling her.” 


“Tell her,” he mutters. 
“What?” 


“Tell her,” he growls, with more certainty and fierceness. “If 
that’s how you feel, there’s no sense in pussyfooting around 
it. Jess has had to remind me a lot about what we were like 
when we first got together these past few days. How crazy 
we were for each other. How it was such a whirlwind. How 
her dad, in fact, didn’t much care for me at first. So tell her, 
Dom, and let the chips fall where they may.” 


“This means a lot to me,” I say. “And I know it’ll mean a lot 
to Lilah, too.” 


He nods, a subtle smile on his lips, turning his face to the 
sea and closing his eyes to let the morning light rest on his 
face. 


“T can’t think of a better man for her, truthfully,” Mark says. 
“T guess it just took me a while to accept that.” 


“Mark,” I say. 
tt Hmm? 1 


“Tve got something I need to ask you.” 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


L, ilah 


I stand at the stage side peeking out at the crowd, 
butterflies dancing in my belly when I see that the place is 
packed wall to wall, what seems like a million eyes staring 
at the stage. 


My eyes move to where Mom, Dad, and Finn sit. 


But in the seat where Dominic’s hulking form should be 
there’s nothing, just an emptiness that produces an 
answering empty feeling in my chest. 


I swallow as the actors mill around me, Cassie shooting me 
a shy, almost frightened smile as she crosses my way, her 
red hair partially shielding her eyes as though in defense. 


I give her my brightest smile, letting her know in gesture - 
just as I did in words - that I don’t blame her for what she 
did, especially not after discovering that Craig had access 
to her sick mother’s medical records and photographs of 
her sleeping to use as intimidation. 


“But I’m only keeping this quiet because nobody was hurt,” 
I told her. “What you did was serious. This is real life, not a 
freaking play. Okay?” 


I think she got the message, and even if I’m not sure about 
the way we handled it, I don’t like the idea of carting Cassie 
off to prison to let her sick mother wither alone. 


A smile twitches my lips when I think about dinner last 
night, the most surreal scene in what has been an 
incredibly surreal past week. Ever since Dad and Dom had 
their heart to heart, everything has flowed smoothly and 
effortlessly into a repartee I only could have dreamed of 
before. 


We sat in Dom’s garden with the BBQ throwing wisps of 
smoke into the air, Dad sipping a beer with a grin on his 
face, Finn laughing at something Mom said and me and 
Dom holding hands tightly. 


I clutched him too hard at first, as though the moment 
would drift and dissipate like the smoke, but then he lifted 
my hand to his lips and kissed it and everything seemed like 
it would work out. 


But where is he? 
“Are you ready?” Calvin, the director, says. 


He flurries over to me in his floral pattern shirt, his heels 
clicking on the floor as he throws me a look. 


“Come on, girl,” he says. “No use pining away back here. 
Man or no man, the show must go on.” 


“Ts it that obvious?” I mutter. 


He scoffs, gesturing with his clipboard, looking extremely 
official. “You might as well have where is he painted on your 
forehead. Come on, we’ve gotta get to business.” 


“T know, I know,” I sigh. “I’m ready, Calvin. I promise.” 
“No pre show jitters?” 


I laugh dismissively. “Oh, about a million. I’m hoping they’ll 
go away when it’s time to perform.” 


“You’re good, Lilah. No, you’re great. Just let that shine.” 


I nod, trying to draw strength from his words, even as my 
butterflies wreak havoc inside of me and my ideas of where 
Dom could be spiraling out of control. 


As I walk back to the dressing room for my wig, I feel a 
stabbing in my gut, my womb, not physical but nearly. A 
wrenching feeling that screams at me, He’s been caught in 
a fire. He’s trapped. He went to work because he’s a good 
man, because of course he did. And now he’s in a fire and 
you're never going to see him again. 


I sit down opposite the mirror, looking down at my hands 
and not at my reflection. I don’t want to see the trapped 
look there. 


“Lilah, are you okay?” Cassie asks, leaning against the wall, 
sort of looking at me but also looking anywhere but. 


“Yes,” I lie. “Just a few pre show jitters, that’s all.” 


“T know, right?” Milo calls from the other end of the room. “I 
thought this was going to be a small thing.” 


Thanks to Dom’s connections we were able to move our 
production to another theater and open as planned. And 
the turnout is more than we could have expected. 


“A lot of press from the fire,” Sebastian chimes in. “A lot of 
people want to show support. It’s good. We’ll all be in 
Hollywood next week.” 


Everybody in the dressing room laughs, the sound like a 
cacophony of anxiety and excitement intermingling. 


But even as I laugh along with them, the noise sounds 
hollow in my ear. 


Calvin must notice the look on my face because he comes 
flurrying over and places a hand on my shoulder, leaning 
down. 


“Listen,” he says softly. “I can’t say too much, but please just 
try to focus on the show tonight. I promise you, Dominic is 
safe. I know for a fact he’s going to be here. Just focus on 
your performance.” 


“How could you possibly know that?” I ask. 


He winks and backs away, shaking his head with a secretive 
smile. 


“T’ve said too much already,” he murmurs. “But just trust 
me, please?” 


“Hmm,” I mutter. “I guess I don’t have a choice, do I?” 


I finally look at myself in the mirror, grabbing my brunette 
wig and pulling it onto my head, adjusting it and then 
letting the makeup artist apply a few last minute flourishes. 


The play is called What She Lost, and it’s about a young 
woman who is desperately searching for a man she fell in 
love with one winter, but then who mysteriously vanished. 


Ha ha. 
How freaking fitting. 


I take Calvin’s advice and I zone out the rest of the world, 
trying my best to drift into the universe of the play, 
becoming Cecilia Kent and blotting out everything else. 


I don’t allow my gaze to roam to the crowd unless the scene 
requires me to face in that direction, and then even then I 
don’t sink out of my character to scan the rows of chairs to 
check if Dom is there. 


I can’t. 


There’s a tightrope under my feet and if I slip even a little 
bit, I’ll break character and the play will be ruined. I just let 
instinct guide me, like Dom always advises. 


Instinct is what led us together. 


He said that to me a few nights ago, lying in bed sex-sore 
and contended, the scent of our love in the air and the 
blistering closeness of our bodies making my nipples hard 
and my desire flame. 


So I just speak my lines, putting passion where passion is 
due, sadness where it’s needed, and hate if hate is 
required. 


I feel like I flow into a sort of haze, not even really there, 
and by the final scene I can’t even tell if I’m doing well or if 
everything has fallen apart. 


It’s only the crowd that tells me it’s the former, leaping to 
their feet and pounding their hands together, their screams 
and whistles hurtling at the stage like Cupid arrows. 


Even now, I don’t let my eyes stray to the chairs where Mom 
and Dad sit, because I don’t want to ruin this, the final 
moment of the narrative arc. 


I move to the stage side as the applause becomes louder 
and Calvin strides forward, clapping his clipboard against 


his ring-heavy hand. 


“Excellent, excellent,” he cries. “Oh, dearies, that was just 
sublime. Go on, get out there. Take your bows. And I think, 
Lilah, I think it would be fitting if you go out there first on 
your own. You are the lead, after all.” 


“Oh, no,” I say, feeling breathless, my throat a little sore 
from all the projecting. “Everybody did a great job. I 
wouldn't feel comfortable—” 


“Lilah,” Cassie says, tossing me a stern look that I now 
realize everybody, the whole cast, is aiming at me. 


They’re wearing smiles that seem to imply a lot, too, but 
clearly I’m missing the hidden message. 


“Get out there,” Cassie says. “Please.” 


“You guys are acting really weird,” I say. “But fine, if you 
insist.” 


I walk back onto the stage and let out a quivering breath 
when I see him, spotlighted on the stage and surrounded by 
rose petals. 


He’s wearing a tuxedo that clings to his powerful body, and 
he’s kneeling in the middle of the roses, and in his confident 
hands he’s holding a ring box that displays a diamond 
winking in the spotlight. 


The crowd is silent as I walk toward him, tears already 
making everything blurry, my hands trembling as I lift them 
to my face to wipe the tears away. 


“I heard you thought I’d miss this,” Dom says quietly, 
looking up at me with emotion wrought across his face. 
“But I wouldn’t, not for the world. I didn’t mean to worry 
you, Lilah.” 


“No, no,” I whisper. “You didn’t. I mean, you did. But that 
doesn’t matter now.” 


“Lilah Thompson,” he says. “I guess you could say our path 
here has been a little... ah, unorthodox.” 


Laughter springs from the crowd, good-natured and warm. 
I look across and see, dimly in the dark, Dad’s face split into 
a grin, and fresh waves of tears pour out of my eyes. 


“But I love you, I love you, I love you. And I need you to be 
my wife.” 


Each love fires through me as my tears get hot, burning 
down my face, making me want to throw myself at him and 
collapse atop him right here on the stage. 


“T love you,” I gasp. “Oh, God, Dom. I was so worried you 
didn’t feel the same. I love you so freaking much.” 


“Good,” he smirks. “Because that would make what I’m 
about to ask pretty awkward if you didn’t.” 


I giggle and his lips twist upward, our eyes meeting as we 
share a private moment even as he kneel in front of three 
hundred people. 


“T love you and I knew it the moment I saw you—” 
“ Saved me, you mean.” 
The crowd erupts into laughter and Dominic chuckles. 


“Okay, saved you,” he says. “I knew it. I knew I could never 
be with anybody else. I knew I had to spend the rest of my 
life with you and build a life, a family, together. So, Lilah 
Thompson, will you marry me?” 


“Yes,” I cry, a sob making the word warbled. “Yes, yes, yes.” 


He slides the elegant diamond ring onto my finger. 


“How did you know...” 


“I measured it in your sleep,” he says, standing up and 
pulling me close, the cheers and clapping of the crowd 
receding into the background as he enshrouds me in his 
embrace. 


“Creep,” I joke through my tears. “It’s not creepy. It’s 
beautiful.” 


“You were incredible, by the way, Lilah. I was watching from 
the lighting booth. You were even better than I knew you’d 
be.” 


I stand on my tiptoes and take his face in my hands, 
bringing my lips to his and he leans down to brush his along 
mine, and then our mouths open and our lust ignites, and 
we both have to step away before we consume each other 
right here. 


“T love you,” I whisper, laying my head against my chest, his 
heartbeat hammering just as frantically as mine. 


“T love you,” he growls. “ Forever.” 


I glance into the crowd, everybody clapping, Dad and Mom 
and Finn most of all. 


And I know everything isn’t just going to be okay, it’s going 
to be better than okay. 


Forever. 


It’s going to be perfect. 


EPILOGUE 


ONE YEAR LATER 


Do 


I stand in the doorway watching as Lilah leans down over 
Samantha, our baby daughter, covering her face with her 
hands and then giggling as she throws them aside. 


“Peek-a-boo,” she cries, laughing even louder and sweeter 
at a face our daughter must be pulling. 


I move to the side, watching her from the shadows the sun 
casts into the hallway, my mansion now unmistakably our 
house, with Lilah’s touches and life-giving flourishes 
everywhere, from the pink vase in the entranceway to the 
silk sheets on the bed, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 


“Peek-a-boo,” she laughs. 


Warmth infuses my chest as I stare at her, standing there in 
her t-shirt and pajama bottoms, her body still full and oh-so- 
curvaceous after the pregnancy. 


Her face blossoms with happiness and her sun-blonde hair 
is loose and wild and tangled. 


I feel a stirring inside of me when my eyes roam to her 
breasts, still full from the milk, two luscious globes just 
begging for me to massage them. 


I’m glad the children are here. Otherwise I might take her 
right now and make her late for her audition. 


“Are you just going to stand there?” she says, a teasing note 
to her voice. 


“T thought I was being sneaky,” I laugh, smiling broadly. 


“Babe, you’re six foot seven and must weigh over two 
hundred pounds. You’re lots of things, but sneaky isn’t one 
of them.” 


I chuckle again, striding into the room and looking down at 
Samantha and then Charley, our son sleeping soundly as he 
clutches onto the fireman’s teddy we bought him last week. 


“He really seems to love that thing,” I whisper, a blaze 
rioting through me, love like I’d never believe unless it was 
happening to me washing through me. 


“He does,” Lilah says, walking up next to me and laying her 
face against my chest. “I think it reminds him of you.” 


“He’s three months,” I whisper. “How could it?” 


“Silly,” she says, jabbing me in the side. “He’d know his 
daddy anywhere.” 


I turn to her, smoothing a gorgeous tangle of blonde hair 
from her face, looking down at my queen, radiant and 
curvaceous and so beautiful I feel another smile spreading 
like melting heaven across my lips. 


“What?” she says, tilting her head. 


“T love you,” I say. “I love Charley and Samantha. I love our 
lives. I love that Mark is so happy with what we’re building. 


I love that Craig is in prison. I love that you’ve got an 
audition today which I know you’re going to nail. I love that 
I get to spend half my time at The Camp.” 


The Camp is my charity, where I teach underprivileged 
youths self-defense and workouts from the fireman training 
program, as well as give business seminars, using my 
expanding portfolio as evidence of my skill in that area. 


“T love you, Dom,” she says. “And the kids. Everything else is 
amazing, but I’d be happy with just that.” 


I grin and lean down, kissing her on the side of the mouth, 
the place that makes her smile and turn her face towards 
me. 


“Well, you’re going to be a big star, Lilah Dallison, so you 
better get used to it.” 


“Oh, stop,” she giggles. “It’s one audition for a TV show.” 


“Are you saying you want to skip it, eh?” I challenge, 
smoothing my hands down her back, toward that 
scrumptious ass. “Because you’re driving me pretty crazy 
right now.” 


“Dom, don’t lie,” she says. “I haven’t even showered yet and 
my hair looks like something out of a freaking horror show. I 
haven’t shaved either, you know, down there.” 


I laugh and grip her harder, pressing our bodies close, the 
children the only thing holding me back from a complete 
devouring. 


“T don’t care about any of that. I just want your womb. I just 
want you.” 


“Me too,” she whispers, her voice a shiver. “I mean, I want 
you. Not myself. Do you think we’ve got time?” 


I glance at the clock. 


“You’ve got an hour and a half. It takes about forty-five to 
drive there. How long do you need to get ready?” 


“Um, maybe fifteen minutes.” 


“Then you better get your ass in the bedroom,” I growl. 
“Pm starting to get thirsty. And you know there’s only one 
thing I’ve got a taste for right now.” 


Her cheeks flush and her lips make that O that tells me she 
needs it just as badly as me, the carnal release, the physical 
manifestation of our light-touched love. 


She takes my hand and leads me from the room, heading 
down the hall to our bedroom, and I stare down at her 
breasts, my mouth salivating in anticipation for her milk. 


And my soul thrumming in anticipation of just how much 
sweeter our perfect lives are going to get. 


I love her. 


And she’s mine forever. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


NINE YEARS LATER 


L, ilah 


I sit in the foldout chair in our garden, looking across the 
sunlit grass to the mockup stage that Samantha and Lacey 
built together after the food was done. Behind it, I can hear 
Charley and little Ryan giggling as they try to stay 
composed so they don’t ruin the play, and then Charley 
whisper-yells at his little brother to be quiet. 


I hold Natalie in my arms, smiling down at my daughter as 
her eyelids flutter in sleep, feeling so small and precious I 
could just let a tear flow down my cheeks, but perhaps 
that’s just the post pregnancy hormones lashing out at me 
again, still potent after five births. 


Samantha stands frozen off to the left, her blonde hair just 
like mine, hanging wild down to her hips as she eyes Lacey 
on the other side of “the stage”, really just the lawn in front 
of the cardboard cutout they hastily constructed. 


“Mom,” Lacey says after a moment, trying her best just to 
move her lips and nothing else. Her hair is darker than her 


sister’s, and she’s taller despite being two years younger. 
“You know you’re supposed to say action, right?” 


I giggle. “Maybe it’s just more fun watching you two stand 
there. Did you ever think of that? What do you think, 
Natalie? Shall I put them out of their mercy?” 


Natalie is sound asleep, but as her lips twitch I like to think 
she’s smiling. She has her father’s smile, in that way, at 
least when we were first getting together. These days, 
Dom’s smile are as bright as the sun and just as hot, hotter 
even than the fire he saved me from, starting us on the path 
that would lead here. 


To perfection. 


To me being an Oscar-winning actor and Dom running 
several multi-million dollar businesses, with our three 
homes, one in Miami, one in LA, and one on the south coast 
of England, a picture-book life that I sometimes have to 
pinch myself to believe is real. 


“Mom,” Samantha groans. “Like, seriously.” 


“Stop saying like,” I laugh. “Or we’re never going to LA 
again. I mean it.” 


She rolls her eyes - all she can do since she agreed to 
starting in a freeze frame - and then lets out a sigh. 


“Okay, okay,” I laugh, feeling warm and content from the 
barbeque. “Action.” 


Samantha struts to center stage with her hands on her 
hips, and I feel my body flooding with that pure love I feel 
every time I look at my daughter, struggling to believe I 
could hold her in my arms not that long ago. 


“But what are we going to do about the monster?” she says. 


“M-monster?” Lacey whispers, with real emotion in her 
voice, real pathos. 


Pride swells in me. 
“What monster?” 


“Me monster,” Ryan giggles, leaping out from behind the 
stage, brandishing a tree branch that will serve as a sword. 


Charley leaps out, tossing his curly brown locks and glaring 
at his two year old brother. “No, not yet,” he says, but he’s 
smiling. “We have to wait until Dad—” 


Right then, Dom emerges from the house behind me, 
striding onto the lawn in his baggy shorts and nothing else, 
his hair an even deeper shade of steel than it was when we 
met. But his body - despite his transition from the fire 
service to business - is even more rippled with behemoth 
muscle than it was before. 


His broad back catches the sunlight as he waves the 
broomstick over his head, making a growling noise. 


“Did somebody say monster?” he roars. 


Ryan ducks his head and toddle-charges at his father, 
waving his arms at his side and laughing like crazy. 


Dom drops the broomstick and falls to one knee, catching 
him and lifting him into the air over his head. 


Ryan flails his arms at him, his face a picture of joy as 
Samantha and Lacey roll their eyes and giggle, walking 
over like the big sisters they are and hooking their little 
brother under the armpits. 


“You ruined it,” Samantha says, laughing. “But you're still 
cute.” 


“What about me?” Dom chuckles. “Did I do a good job as 
the monster?” 


“Bestest, Daddy,” Ryan giggles. 


“Yeah, you did awesome, Dad,” Charley grins. “It’s just 
crazy how, uh, crazy Ryan is.” 


“You were like that at his age,” Dom grins. “Wasn’t he, my 
lovely wife?” 


He turns to me, and in this moment - with our four children 
behind him and his smile making his experienced, mature 
face look square and strong, and with our youngest child in 
my arms - I wish I could paint a picture and save it forever. 


“Oh, absolutely,” I say. “You were a complete terror.” 
Charley laughs, shaking his head. “Nah uh.” 
“Yeah uh,” Samantha says. “I remember.” 


“How could you remember?” he yells. “We’re the same 


n 


age. 


“T’ve got a perfect memory,” she declares proudly, tossing 
her head. “I’m a genie.” 


“You mean a genius.” 
“Shut up.” 
“T’m just kidding, sis. I love you.” 


The way he says sis reminds me so much of Finn that I feel 
tears budding in my eyes and have to wipe them away. 


Dominic catches my eye and smiles in that special married 
way where I can basically read his thoughts. 


I know, he’s saying without saying. It’s more perfect than I 
can believe, too. 


“Anyway,” he says. “Who’s in the mood for dessert? I’ve got 
some chocolate dessert if anybody’s interested.” 


“Me, me, me,” Ryan cries, running toward the house. 


I laugh and stand up, rocking Natalie softly as I do so, and 
then shoot Dominic a raised eyebrow. 


“T thought we were going to have less sugar, huh?” 


“Come on, Lilah,” he says, wrapping his arm around me and 
kissing me warmly on the cheek. “We only get to live this 
life once, and I want ours to be as sweet as it can be.” 


“Dad, ew,” Samantha laughs. 


I lean over and kiss him, tasting him, my husband, and fresh 
joy washes over our perfect life. 


I’m so freaking happy my possessive fireman claimed me. 
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